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SSS ee 
ME THERE ARE 16 BONUS CHAO SPREAD THROUGHOUT THIS ISSUE OF 
"ON COMPUTER GAMES MONTHLY!” CAN YOU FIND THEM ALL? SEND AN 

EMAIL TO CHAO-LORDX@SONIC-COM WITH YOUR FINDS ANP MAYBE 
YOULL WIN A COOL PRIZE OR SOMETHING? OR MAYBE NOT! HEY, THE 
ADVENTURE IS THE ULTIMATE PRIZE! RIGHT? IF YOU DONT KNOW WHAT 
A CHAO IS, TUST LOOK AT ME! SOME OF US ARE BLUE, OTHERS 
MAY HAVE MORPHED INTO DIFFERENT SHAPES ANP SIZES 
AND COLORS! HAPPY HLINTING AND GOOD LLICK ANP LW! 
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FORREST 
ABURUSGMSTON.GAMES 


Iam the editor of this publication, and creator of "oncomputer.games," which started from a desire to mix my passion for 
creative writing with my love of computer games. I was once described as "one of the many talented (and perhaps 
frustrated) writers out there who is also an alcoholic -- or at risk of becoming one." And that’s probably half true. I am fed 
up with the video-game journalism status quo of "this game very good and pretty and is strong 6!" and strive to subvert 
the whole sick practice entirely. My goal is the utter annihilation of all video-game publications (including this one, 
eventually). Some of my other hobbies include reading weird literature, drinking weird coffee at 12am, eating weird noodles 
(Ihave the diet of a six-year-old), doing weird workouts five times a day (not for health, but for beauty), and using self- 
deprecation to mask some pretty deep-rooted insecurities. And my favorite adjective is “weird.” 


* SAM 
ACRAPEKMOCKERGMSTON.GAMES 
Returning to enlighten us with his computer game wisdom: Sam! 


Sam has been playing games since before there was a Playstation, before there was Doom, 
before there was a Windows operating system. His long perspective has not brought him 
wisdom, only petty frustration and ennui. He now attempts to teach others the error of his 
ways. He's got a daytime job, he's doing alright. 


RooTCOMPUTE 


AROOTCOMPUTEGMASTODON.SOCcIAL 

It's your favorite CRT monitor-head guy! In addition to old school computers and technology, 
rootCompute has a passion for retro video games while focusing on perspectives and 
experiences off the beaten path. 

His early experience with gaming revolved around old Windows computers as well as Nintendo 
handhelds. Other modern day hobbies of his include blogging, web design, video production 
and music. Find out more about RootCompute at https://rootcompute.neocities.org/ 


MASON ANDREW FREAK 

SODHARMADISCHARGESDISABLED.SOcIAL 

Mason lives in the southeast of the USA. He is obsessed with Japanese pop culture from the 
60s to the late 90s and posts on the blog "The Sock Monkey." He has been alone since his 
diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia a decade ago. 


To read more of Andrew’s work, see: http://mial-thesockmonkey.blogspot.com/ 


COMICFARM 


SCOMICFARMSMAS TODOM Social 

Comicfarm has not written anything for the magazine, but he is recognized as an honorary writer for creating the beautiful 
artwork on the cover. Comicfarm is a broken robot, originally found in the Proto Dome in the surrounding woods behind the 
Hawkins Power and Light Laboratory in the early 1980s. His greatest claim to fame is he met Al Jaffee a few times in New 
York, and Al liked his stuff! The then editors of Mad Magazine did not agree. Fortunately the editor of this publication did. 
Comicfarm likes old school jrpgs, and he used to like dad rock, but time has marched on and now he likes grandpa rock. He 
occasionally lives with his girlfriend when he isn't lost in the woods, she deserves better but she's too busy playing Stardew 
Valley to have noticed. Comicfarm can confirm that androids do indeed dream of electric sheep. Vile, twisted electric sheep. 
To find more of Comcfarm’s work, see: https://www.instagram.com/rpg_gonzo/ 


EDITOR'S LETTER: 
DECEMBER 2000 
he electric question - “Why?” — has been snapping around the synapses of my brain like lightning 


bolts lately. I can hear the question not only in my mind’s voice, but in the little squeaks and 
squibbles you hear up there in your head when everything is real quiet. It’s vexing, to say the least. 
Why do I do this? Why do I write so much? Why do I make this magazine? Why do I hide away from 
my friends and family to do all this despite making no money and having very few fans? Why do the 
articles masquerade as "video game journalism" when they are only tangentially related to the games 
themselves, focusing instead on vaguely-related fiction, personal stories, and half-baked critiques of 
modern society? Why does it seem like I have a particular disdain for video-game culture yet still 
participate in that same culture? Why does it seem like this publication hates itself? It’s clear that I 
want to write literature to be taken seriously, but if my goal is to write literature, then why am | 
writing it to an audience of people who are (largely) more concerned with how many pixels can fit on 
a screen rather than ever reading a single word in print or otherwise? Am I trying to impart some 
grand wisdom on the reader? Am I trying to convince someone of something? Am I writing this for 
others - or myself? 


“Nothing sounds as good as, ‘I remember that.’ Like a bolt out from the blue, did you feel it 
too?” 
Prefab Sprout. “I Remember That.” From Langley Park to Memphis. 1988. 


I’ve told myself before that I publish so much material because I want to be remembered. My daughter is eleven years old now; as of 
writing this, she mostly cares about makeup and doing her hair and video chatting with her friends until way past her bedtime. But maybe 
one day she will ask, “What was my father really like underneath that parenting facade that I used to take so seriously?” The same goes 
for my son, who is only a single year old at the time of writing this. Maybe one day they will both ask, “What were the contents of our 
father’s soul?” And when those questions start snapping around the synapses of their brains like bolts of lightning, they will be able to pick 
up this issue of On Computer Games Monthly and start to piece together the puzzle that is their father’s soul: “So this is what father was 
doing all the time in that little office shed?” Maybe they will find that they think a lot like their old man, or maybe they will think the 
opposite: that I was a hopeless fool who wasted years of his life typing pretentious drivel to an audience of literally no one and that 
everything I wrote failed to make a goddamn difference to anyone at all — but it will make a difference to them. They will remember me by 
the words that I have written. (Among other things too, one would hope.) But is this the only reason why | write? 


“Everywhere that you go, I'm with you now.” 
Guided By Voices. “Unspirited.” Isolation Drills. 2001. 


But that is not the full story. There is a part of me that wants to be loved. There is a part of me that wants a cult of personality. I want to 
be told that I’m a good writer. I want to be told that I make very good points, that I am really-really smart, and that I am also super cool 
and know so much about the totally-important world of pop culture, literature, music, and computer games. I want to be adored. Even the 
“I want my children to know and remember me” excuse comes from an egocentric place of wanting to be adored. I want to be adored by 
my family; I want to be adored by literary critics; I want to be adored by random people online; I want to be adored by your mom and dad, 
and your aunt and uncle too; I even want to be adored by the people who would much sooner hate me than read anything I’ve written. I tell 
myself that this is a natural desire. I tell myself that any artist who puts themselves out there is doing it - at least partially - from a place 
of vanity. There is a certain hubris to the act of creation, with the baked-in assumption that anything you create is worth being 
considered by anyone at all. Some artists say they do it for fun or for self-improvement — and there may be some of that mixed into my 
work as well. And some say they do it to make some sort of political message, but this implies that you believe your political message is 
righteous and worth considering, and this implies hubris. I am guilty of all of these things, and I freely admit to it, and I use this 
willingness-to-admit as a badge of honor to deflect criticism - but here I am, still doing it. I tell myself that everyone is like this and that 
most just won’t admit to it; those people are not true to themselves, I say. I tell myself that everyone just wants to be loved; and this 
makes me feel a little better. Is this the true reason why I write? 


“I am human and I need to be loved - just like everybody else does.” 
The Smiths. “How Soon Is Now?” Hatful of Hollow. 1984. 


Iam a bundle of contradictions, so, of course: I undermine my own desires. Iam standoffish, quiet, and cold when clearly people would like 
me more if I was the opposite of those things. I believe my work should speak for itself and if you don’t like it then you just don’t get it. I'm 
too proud to boast, and I see self-promotion as a low-key form of boasting; so my capacity for self-promotion is close to none. I will post 
the link to this magazine on a few online forums, but anything beyond that makes my stomach turn. Despite my vanity, copious self- 
promotion feels just a little bit too forward, a little too confident, a little too capitalistic, a little too revealing of one’s intent. You may 
think this contradicts my claim that I am vain - “If you’re vain, then certainly you would advertise your stuff to everyone everywhere in an 
effort to amass that cult of personality you so desire!” - but I assure you, dear reader, that this anti-desire to self-promote also comes 


from a place of vanity; because I don’t want people to know how vain I am. A 


"But surely by admitting how vain you are, it proves that you don't care if people know how vain you are!" f 
Wrong again - because I’m banking on no one reading this to begin with. 


And we are no closer to answering the electric why... 


<003 - ‘PO? | 
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| Goodbye. mu coming-of-age 
companion. |e 
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“i .. \_ written by: forrest | 
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Yes, you - the reader. You're judgmental, self-righteous, and vain. You style your hair and groom 
your face like anyone gives a shit. You do nasty stuff when no one is looking, and you know what 
. I’m talking about; just reading this brought to mind that nasty thing you will neverever confess to 

because you care a whole hell of a lot about what people think of you. You lie outright and through omission. You will 
pretend to read this article then comment something like “this really made me think” or “very well written” when you 
only skimmed the first two paragraphs and thought the writing was pretentious. You're corrupt, ugly, and no fun to be 
around. You fake-nice to climb the social ladder while your mind is full of dark clouds and envy. You secretly hate it 
when your friends become successful. You trash-talk and gossip to suck people into your vortex of misery because you 
can’t stand to bathe alone in the acid bath that you drew yourself. You disown anyone who questions your motivations. 
You smirk when someone drinks your venom. You fear that people can see through your facade, so you double down on 
the pretenses, becoming a grotesque caricature of what you think a decent human being should be. You have the smile 
of Ned Flanders but the mind of Mr. Burns. You're a know-it-all. Whenever someone shares one of their interests with 
you, you subtly interject with obscure trivia about that same interest to demonstrate your superior knowledge; you 
then suggest twelve similar things, not as a genuine suggestion, but as further showcase of your superior knowledge. 
You're shallow. You believe that extensive knowledge of television series, computer games, and music makes you 
interesting when it only goes to show how little you go outside. Your personality doesn't extend beyond what you're 
wearing and what media you're consuming at the moment. You have curated a sycophantic following of weak-willed 
people who are too meek to challenge you and these people lubricate your fragile ego like white lithium grease. You're 
transparent. You say you don't care when a person criticizes you but you never speak to that person again so you 
obviously care a whole hell of a lot. All your favors come with invisible strings attached, and if those strings aren’t 
pulled you become very upset, but you will never vocalize why you’re upset because this would be an admission of your 
duplicitous nature; and you can’t have that, because you’re perfect and nothing is ever your fault. You deflect blame 
like bulletproof glass. You brand yourself with every trendy subcultural label because there’s nothing else going on up 
there. You self-diagnose mental illness like a fashion statement and wear complicated-psychological-diagnoses like a 
badge of honor, all the while delegitimizing those illnesses and harming those who actually suffer from them. You’re 
starving for validation and this oozes from every atom of your being. You splurge on the newest things - phones, 
computers, clothes, cars - even when you don’t need them. You unwittingly keep up with the Kardashians. You’re a 
full-blown consumerist yet claim to hate consumerism. You advocate theft then wonder why all the stores are closing 
down around you. You haven’t a clue but pretend that you do. You’re a faker. I can’t stand you. I want to destroy you. 
And when I have destroyed you, I will pick at your bones until you don't have an atom left to call your own.* 


*An exact lyric from the song “I Wanna Destroy You” by The Y Y Y 
Soft Boys, which coincidentally has the same title as this b e 


article; it’s almost as if this article was inspired by the song. 
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( WANNA DESTROY 


YOU 


Yes, you — the lobotomite. You fester in your little echo chambers after 
ostracizing everyone around you with your dogmatism, and you pretend 
that you’re just-asking-questions whenever someone challenges your 
bullshit. Your intolerance reverberates so loudly that it vibrates into the 
ears of everyone around you like a vitriolic dog whistle, and those who 
resist are otherized and pushed into their own extremist echo chambers. 
It’s not turtles all the way down - it’s echo chambers all the way down. You 
perpetuate cycles of extremism. You’re scared of people who are different 
from you. You think skin color dictates behavior and that sex organs decide 
what I’m allowed to wear and who I’m allowed to have sex with. You assign 
labels like you’re still in high school, both to yourself and to others, so that 
you can easily identify who to hate and who to tolerate. You believe ina 
firm right and wrong with no room for debate and you talk down to anyone 
who believes otherwise, and then you wonder why people can’t stand to be 
around you. You say you love your fellow countrymen yet vote for 
politicians who disembowel those same countrymen and then make them 
pay extra for the stitches, and you’re OK with this because you think 
healthcare is not a human right until the day comes when you’re the one 
coughing up blood on a hospital bill for sixty-thousand dollars that you 
don’t have. You think that small redistributions of wealth are true 
communism and that social safety nets are spider webs spun by the most 
potent of black widows. You have no principles. You hated electric cars 
because “battery manufacturing is even worse for the climate than 
gasoline-powered cars” until your favorite political-talking-head endorsed 
electric cars and now you have two electric cars parked in your driveway, 
and when your family asks about it you say something like, “I’ve always 
liked electric cars!” You then complain about having to drive your new 
electric car to your grandma’s house three-hundred-miles away without 
realizing that the creation of the car led to the creation of the highways 
which led to the mass dispersion of families which led to grandma living 
three-hundred-miles away to begin with. You perpetuate systems that 
tear us apart. You question the water’s surface without peering 
underneath. You believe the only thing wrong with your country is the 
people coming over the border. You believe the mainstream media is 
corrupt from capital influences yet parrot alternative-media networks 
which are subject to the very same capital influences. You see the mass 
instead of the molecule. You make excuses for bombing children and then 
beheading their parents in land disputes that amount to arbitrary lines on a 
map whilst not even pretending to offer a peaceful solution; and you vote 
for more of this every four years. You think madmen and nuclear codes are 
a good mix. You claim to support freedom but continuously vote 
authoritative-populist-goons into public office. You really mean it when 
you say, “we should glass the entire Middle East,” while you and your idiot 
friends have a good laugh. You advocate killing each other over petty 
differences and then advocate killing each other for killing each other, thus 
perpetuating endless cycles of killing each other. And you don’t care. 


I have come to undo you. I am the big bad final boss of the universe, 
released from my sealed urn to wipe the slate clean. I am destruction itself. 
I snort the ashes of ruin and savor the bittersweet nasal drip of death. 


THE DARK GENIE COMETH. 


DARE CLOUD 


WAS ABOUT 
CLOUD? 


You're right — I went off the deep end there. I apologize. Let’s move onward to computer games. 


Dark Cloud, released by Sony on December 14, 2000, in Japan and developed by the now-famed Japanese developer 
Level-5, is an action-adventure hack-and-slash mystery-dungeon city-builder role-playing game with light 
simulation elements. And while that arbitrary jumble of genre labels makes Dark Cloud sound like one of the most 
convoluted computer games ever created, it happens to be fairly straightforward and one of the most addictively-fun 
games on the PlayStation 2, with an idiosyncratic gameplay loop that has yet to be replicated by any computer game 
since. 


Dark Cloud’s central themes are destruction and creation. You assume the role of a silent protagonist: a boy named 
Toan. His world - or at least most of it - has been destroyed by the Dark Genie. Toan, chosen by the Fairy King, is 
tasked with rebuilding the world; and to do this, he explores dungeons that change their shape, destroys hordes of 
monsters through basic button-mashing and the occasional quick-time event, drinks enough water to avoid 
succumbing to dehydration, upgrades his weapons to become stronger, and recruits new friends that help him 
overcome increasingly weird obstacles, all while collecting little balls that contain fragments of the destroyed world. 
These little balls, called Atla, are used to rebuild the world, starting with Toan’s own hometown of Norune Village. 


Dark Cloud is like the Biblical flood myth, but instead of collecting animals, it’s collecting little balls of people and their 
homes and then arranging them in such a way that everything fits just perfectly. And, yes - in this analogy, the Dark 
Genie is Yahweh, Toan is Noah, and Toan’s large pockets are the Ark. In his rebuilding efforts, Toan spins the verdant 
plains like a diorama as he plops homes, rivers, shops, trees, huts, and roads down on the land beneath him. He even 
repopulates the towns with the appropriate villagers; some of these villagers have special requests, like “I don’t want 
to live near those misogynistic muscle builders who always hit on me” or “I hate everyone and want to live as isolated 
as possible,” and fulfilling these requests helps bring peace to the world and increases Toan’s rewards. 
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WAIT, ( THOUGHT THIS 


_ — Amongst Toan’s laundry list of tasks, the most 
16 LOU D 9 important is defeating the Dark Genie, and to do this 
; e 
| * 


he must travel the ruined world searching for tools to 
aid in his quest. The gameplay loop thus follows: come across a 
ruined town that holds a key to defeating the Dark Genie, there is a 
local dungeon nearby full of town balls, explore this dungeon, collect 
the town balls, return to the town and start rebuilding with the 
collected balls, repeat until the town is fully rebuilt, then move on to 
the next ruined town and start all over again. This gameplay loop is 
easy to slide into and even easier to get lost in, in the best way 
possible; this is partially driven by the down-tempo soundtrack that 
accompanies every zone; towns are chiming with soft guitars 
accompanied by melodic flutes and strings, while dungeons are 
trance-like in their psychedelic sitar melodies and groovy basslines. 
The soothing soundtrack, combined with the low-poly, earth-toned 
graphics, creates an experience that can only be described as 
Computer Game Zen; this, combined with the inclusion of a villager- 
request system, fishing, a day-and-night system, and randomly 
generated dungeons, makes Dark Cloud something akin to Mystery 
Dungeon: Animal Crossing Edition. 


Dark Cloud is not without aspects that I want to destroy, however. Dark Cloud utilizes weapon upgrading in lieu of a 
traditional leveling system. Weapons can be upgraded from meager rapiers to Excalibur-Caladbolg-Lion-Heart-Ultima- 
Weapon swords, but they can also be broken if you’re not careful; this is fine in theory but becomes problematic when you 
accidentally break your weapon because you drank one too many glasses of wine and weren’t paying attention. The stomach 
drop upon watching a weapon you painstakingly crafted shatter into little pieces is whale-weight in its profundity and 
something only Dark Cloud can deliver. And it’s easy to accidentally break a weapon, as a weapon’s durability decreases at a 
random increment with each attack, requiring you to pay close attention. On the one hand, this makes weapons seem more 
valuable, forcing you to cherish your weapon like the only gift your dad ever gave you — that one pocket knife upon his 
return from his Aspen skiing trip, for example - but on the other hand, it’s infuriating and only goes to promote, at best, 
abusing save-games when you accidentally break a weapon; and, at worst, artificially increasing the game’s playtime by 
forcing you to rebuild broken weapons from scratch. The moral is, Dark Cloud is not the type of game you want to play after 
three glasses of cheap Cabernet - unless you like broken weapons, screaming at television sets, and the feeling of 
existential dread that comes with the realization that you continue to waste your life playing computer games. 


Dark Cloud hammers in the concept of destruction and 
creation through both its narrative and its gameplay 
mechanics: the destruction of Toan’s world, the destruction 
of Toan’s weapons; the rebuilding of that world, the 
rebuilding of those weapons. And while Dark Cloud is a joy to 
play and one of the most unique computer games on the 
PlayStation 2, when your weapons break, you will feel it 
coming on again ... 


-»» THAT FEELING OF 
WANTING TO DESTROY 
SOMETHING. 


~ You may even be able to 
create an even better world 
than before. 


The greatest positive change has been brought about by violence, and 
each violent event has been a response to another act of violence. It’s fire 
vs. fire - spy vs. spy — within the soul of humanity. The American Civi 

War, in which an estimated six hundred thousand people 

died, brought about the end of slavery in the United States; 

slavery itself being a form of existential violence. The French Revolution, 

in which an estimated two million people died, led to the death throes of feudalism’s hold on the peasantry in France; 
feudalism being a form of violent class-based oppression. The Haitian Revolution, in which an estimated three hundred 
thousand people perished, led to the first-ever country abolishing slavery and the establishment of the first black republic. 
Even events such as the American Revolution or the Mexican War of Independence brought about positive change, both 
leading to the establishment of new independent nations and increased rights for the citizens within those nations. 
Revolution and violence overlap, and in some cases become synonymous. 


Historically, the truly oppressed have never liberated themselves with picket signs adorned with clever slogans. Imagine, in 
1791, instead of Haitian slaves violently revolting against their French oppressors, they held signs reading, "Freedom is the 
New Black!" and marched outside their oppressors' plantations; those signs would have been caked with blood in minutes. 
The reality was that the majority of slaves could not read or write, as their masters purposely refused to teach them so that 
even small forms of protest would be impossible. The slaves' oppressors had taken the very tools needed to peacefully fight 
back; at that point, what tool is left other than violence? And while there have been forms of nonviolent protest that have 
led to change, such as the Women’s Suffrage Movement and the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, these examples 
only succeeded because there was a serious threat of violence bubbling underneath the surface. 


WHAT THIS MEANS (5: TO CHANGE YOU - ( HAVE TO DESTROY YOU. 


I want to destroy you, and once I have destroyed you, I will rebuild you into an even better version of yourself: stronger, 
happier, healthier, wiser, all the best -ers. And once I have rebuilt you, I will release you back into the world; then, I will be 
able to tolerate you. However, the time will come when you revert. You will become corrupt, ugly, self-righteous, vain - 
again. And when that happens, I will return to destroy you once more. 


BUT DO ( HAVE THE RIGHT? 
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And create an ideal world. An immaculate 
Eden where darkness rules. 


Throughout history, every leader has believed that they were correct in 
Y EDUX their philosophy; they fought for their Greater Good. Alexander the Great 
spread his kingdom from Greece to India atop the corpses of hundreds of 


thousands of people. Genghis Khan spread his shamanistic beliefs through all of Asia and Eastern Europe, killing an estimated 
forty million people along the way. Adolf Hitler’s vision for the world was that of a racially pure society of “Aryan” people, 
and that this would elevate humanity to enlightenment; he saw Jews - and many others - as less-than-people who stood in 
the way of his Greater Good, which led to the systematic murder of over six million people. Joseph Stalin, leader of the Soviet 
Union Communist Party for over twenty years, believed that Soviet communism was the greatest socioeconomic system, 
which resulted in the deaths of over seven million people due to famine. Each of these leaders believed in their Greater Good 
- but history has recorded them as villains, and rightly so, for their efforts brought nothing but ruin. 


But what if these leaders were successful in implementing their Greater 
Good? Suppose, for a moment, that Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union was 
successful, that communism spread throughout the world and that we 
are now living in a golden age; even if a few million people died along the 
way — would the history books see Stalin as a hero? European settlers 
slaughtered over fifty million indigenous people before the founding of 
the United States of America, and while this is sometimes criticized, it’s 
often overlooked due to the success of America after the fact. We even 
celebrate Thanksgiving yearly as if the violence never happened. The 
only difference between Joseph Stalin and the colonization of the 
Americas was that Stalin failed and the colonizers succeeded. 


The truth is that we cannot know the future. And, most importantly, 
we cannot know at the moment if we are truly right or wrong in our 
beliefs; we especially cannot be so certain of our beliefs that we should 
then impose these shaky beliefs on everyone else. As such, we find 
ourselves in a conundrum. We know that violence can bring about 
positive long-term change, but we also know that violence can bring about terrible suffering and ruin. How do we know 
when to use violence and when to abstain? Fighting against slavery seems like a no-brainer; we can see the immediate 
harms of slavery on an individual level. But what about fighting against capitalism? Or fighting against a presidential 
candidate who might establish themselves as a dictator? At what point do we flip the picket sign and plunge the stake into 
the heart of our oppressors? Must we wait for our oppressors to start mass murdering us before we can respond with 
violence? And who are our oppressors to begin with? In the case of our mindless consumerists and lobotomites in the first 
chapter, are those people at fault for their behavior - or are the media and politicians at fault for polluting their minds? 
Should we then stake the hearts of the owners of the media outlets — kill the politicians? And if we do, are we certain that 
our goals are any better than their goals and, most importantly, that our goals are actually achievable? 


1G 


DARE CLOUD 
DECEMEER 2000 ga 


What an empty victory, 
selling my soul to darkness. 


written by: forrest 


The Dark Genie lives inside me. He sits on my shoulder and tells me that I 
am correct in my beliefs. He tells me that the world is corrupt and that it 
should be destroyed. He says I can rebuild the world even better than it 
once was. But if this Dark Genie exists inside me, then surely I am corrupt, 
ugly, self-righteous, and vain too. If people like me continue to exist, the 
world will only return to its corrupted state. To destroy the world and 
rebuild it better than before, I would have to destroy the very notion of 
destruction. 


(1 WOULD HAVE TO DESTROY MYSELF. 


And knowing this, is someone with the notion to destroy fit to be the one “ 
to rebuild the world to begin with? 


‘ 


In the case of Dark Cloud, Toan is a bystander tasked by an outside force 
to rebuild the world. Toan is not the destroyer himself. He does not take it 
upon himself to rebuild the world; he is thrust into the rebuilding effort 
due to the actions of The Dark Genie. Compare this to our world: people 
take up the mantle of both The Dark Genie and Toan, but one cannot be 
both things. The Dark Genie is a destroyer. The destroyer does not create 
anything - he does not have the capacity to do so. The very urge to 
destroy is antithetical to creation. Even if The Dark Genie could create 
something, that thing would eventually need to be destroyed again 
because it was created by the same force that begets destruction. 


It’s true; I want to destroy you. Yes, you — the reader. You're 
judgmental, self-righteous, vain, corrupt, ugly, and no fun to be 
around. But I’m guilty of these things as well. I see the worst 
in you because I am the worst in you, too. And while I do want to 
destroy you — I don’t have the right. 


None of us have the right. And once we realize this, we won't 
have to destroy anything - there would be no need. 


a 


PoOoOTLCOMPLTE:*. 


home of: 
game reviews 
game mods 
web directory 
music 
writing 


https: //rootcompute.neocities.org/ 


lz 


written by: rootCompute 


nel ghborkood 
Saf co renizee ees lands Years 


: 


I never felt the need to go trek through 
the woods on my own, usually getting 
enough hiking time alongside a 
neighborhood comrade. Today, though, 
I'm feeling bored and uncommonly 
adventurous. The sun is out in full force, 
the sixty-five-degrees-Fahrenheit 
afternoon beckons. The rays shining 
through the bedroom window cover me 
like a freshly dried bedsheet. 
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The route straight through side yard 
thickets takes me along an outer 
pathway behind several other nearby 
backyards, all the way down to a thin 
creek that acts as the cutoff line 
between civilization and the wild beyond. 
The water level sits lower than I 
remember, allowing for an effortless 
expedition along the embankment 
toward a larger wooded area. 
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By this point, I've ventured through 
every acre of woods adjacent to my 
family home. All of the kids in my 
neighborhood gang colonized these lands 


years ago, divided up between each member based on lengthy negotiations and ironclad agreements. 
No, this time I'm determined to push the envelope past the typical adventures, I'm off to sneak a peek at what exists beyond 


the usual stomping grounds. I've previously surrounded myself with trees, shrubs, bushes, vines, every assortment of mother 
nature's greenest undergrowth while making it back to the house with little more than a few scratches. What could possibly go 


wrong? 


POREMOM CRYSTAL * x 
DECEMBER 2000 


Thinking back, I didn't exactly need a copy of Pokémon Crystal 
in whichever conceivable way an eight year old child needs a 
video game. I had eschewed the catch-em-all mantra in favor 
of a caught-as-many-as-I-needed philosophy in Pokémon 
Silver, swapping version exclusive monsters with a select few 
schoolyard pals who carried the complementary Gold version in 
tow. 


Nevertheless, there went my mother, my younger sister and I 
pulling up to the Toys "R" Us drive through window, seated in 
the silver Honda Accord LX wagon during our usual Saturday 
morning errands. By this point in the day, my father had 
already left for a weekend shift in his silver Toyota 4Runner. 
We were a "silver" family through and through. 


Persuading either parent to purchase a new game was no small 
feat, I wasn't allowed to have very many of them for as long as 
I could remember. My exposure to electronic games well into 
my elementary school years included educational CD-ROMs as 
well as brief glimpses into what I'd been missing out on at the 
occasional sleepover. I only managed to obtain a Game Boy 
Color, my first proper game system, at a rest stop on the way 
home from a family float trip. 


This time, though, my dog and pony show was convincing 
enough to go get the latest game, reasoning that my sister 
should have the opportunity to play something on the Game 
Boy for a change. A notable selling point for Pokémon Crystal was the introduction of a female player-character, an enduring 
aspect of the franchise that would continue to exist in every generation that followed. If you can believe it, many 
contemporaries speculated the year 2000 had brought about the last Pokémon game that would ever be released. 


The general cultural attitude toward Pokémon around this time could be most charitably described as satiated. Pokémania was 
a palpable force in the wider youth culture before the turn of the millennium, and many fans had begun to crash from the sugar 
high during this uncertain juncture. If those colorful Game Paks were getting long in the tooth, the handheld systems they 
were played on already had dentures. 


I must have been living under a rock, as my interest in the franchise was nearing a fever pitch. In addition to the games, I 
collected the trading cards and watched new episodes of the cartoon on Saturday mornings. My friends and I would get 
together to fiddle with the ever-so-fragile link cable modes, come up with our own Pokémon lore and speculate on increasingly 
absurd in-game glitches that were yet to be discovered. I was fully indoctrinated, zealous as could be. 


My sister, on the other hand, didn’t know what to think about it. Her interest in consumer products up to that point lied more 
with dolls of the Barbie and American Girl variety, none of her peers were pressuring her to play video games. I had it in my 
head that a game with a female protagonist could be an avenue for us to find more common ground, but that transparent, light 
blue cartridge with a sparkle pattern imprinted on the plastic would later end up in my hands after an extended period of 
disuse. 


Though my sister would go on to enjoy certain games, the hobby never seemed to click in the same way it did for me. Perhaps 
she correctly evaluated that gaming was more of a mindless distraction than a fulfilling pursuit. Or, maybe she genuinely had 
fun playing Pokémon Crystal, but real life simply got in the way. While we didn't always see eye-to-eye on everything, she did 
end up graduating from medical school, so she must have done something right along the way. & at & 
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As I take a lengthy first step up to higher ground after zigzagging through the creek bed for several minutes, I scan 
the area ahead. All manner of trees tower over me even from this new height, mixing with the leaf-covered forest 
floor to paint a green-brown canvas of life in every direction. 


Where to, first? Euphoria takes hold as the allure of uncharted land is too much to handle. I turn around and glance at 
a seemingly abandoned tennis court behind one of the more upscale homes in the nearby cul-de-sac. This neglected 
feature from a bygone era will act as my landmark. Be back later. 


I've snapped back to reality after operating on autopilot for who-knows-how-long, quickly coming to the realization 
that I've bitten off more than I can chew. The tennis court is nowhere in sight, nor is any other house or familiar 
frame of reference that I can draw from. Just me, and the trees. 


I sit down on a nearby stump to catch my breath and attempt to find my bearings. My cheap-as-dirt-pay-as-you- 
go-flip-phone equipped with a Fall Out Boy ringtone I paid a dollar to obtain displays no signal bars. I'm starting to 
get hungry. The trees are taller than they were before. The sun is beginning to set. It would seem that my only option 
is to pick a direction and go. 


POREMOM CRYSTAL 
DECEMBER 2000 
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It brings me no joy to report that the 
experience of playing through Pokémon 
Crystal the way it was intended in the year 
2000 is not as fun as you remember. 
Between the slow-as-molasses walking 
speed and the nearly unskippable mash-A- 
to-win battles, the gameplay elements on 
offer aren't likely to convert any would-be 
fans in the current year, backlit screen or 
not. 


A considerable amount of digital ink has been spilled about Pokémon Crystal, what it meant to young enthusiasts of the time 
and how it influenced the next chapters of the series. Everyone remembers the roaming legendary beasts, the Battle Tower, 
the epic final clash with the silent protagonist from the original generation. 


The part that stuck out to me for so many years, the part that aged like wine, is the outdoor environment spanning from the 
opening Johto region to the returning lands of Kanto. The sheer amount of navigable terrain stuffed into this Game Boy Color 
cartridge is nothing short of remarkable. It wasn't uncommon for me to come home after a long afternoon of exploring the 
woods, lie down in bed and explore between the endless sixteen-by-thirty-two trees inside this tiny handheld landscape. If 
you can forgive low resolution pixel graphics and allow a modicum of child-like imagination to take hold, there's an entire 
continent full of wonders to experience. 


An aspect of the Pokémon world that seems to go underappreciated is how effortlessly natural areas flow into urbanity. They 
exist in concert with each other, each is made better by the other's existence. Some of the iconic areas from Johto such as 
the National Park and Tin Tower are man-made structures comfortably nestled inside forested areas. The human beings that 
occupy these lands see nature as a cherished place worth putting in the effort to explore, preserve and beautify as opposed 
to a recipient of avaricious exploitation. 


The Johto region stands out to me partly because of its vast cave network that acts as a hidden map on its own. While the 
caves in Kanto typically led to the next logical destination required by the story or contained some exclusive legendary 
monster, Johto's caves are decidedly more plain, interchangeable and mysterious. You can expect to find several dead ends, 
redundant item pickups and rambling loners doing who-knows-what in a dark corner. 


Nearly every cave in the game shares a visual design of drab brown surfaces mixed with Prussian blue pools 


ay of water. The serpentine paths replete with one-sided ledge jumps, stony obstacles and waterways create 
Ba ei = this murky mixture of unknowable depths that only the most skilled trainers can traverse. While the Johto 
i -': landmass is full of memorable landmarks, the cavernous underworld is just as full of the unfamiliar. 
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In the original generation of Pokémon, the only dark cave present in Kanto left the player with a faint visual 
approximation of its boundaries. You were still able to eke out a general sense of direction without using 
the "Flash" field move, a Hidden Machine-exclusive technique that illuminates a dark area. Walking into an 
unlit cave in Johto is like walking into an endless void. Your only sense of direction is the ability to take a 
step forward without bonking into the side of a hard surface. 


By the time caves are a viable area to explore in Pokémon Crystal, access to HMO5 (Flash) is a given. 
You've already cleared the gym challenge required to use the move, many easily obtainable Pokémon can 
make use of it. Additionally, Escape Ropes (a quick escape item) are a cinch to find out in the wild, costing a 
measly 550 PokéDollars each at the shopping mart when your supply runs out. The only excuse you have 

pee for getting stuck in the middle of a darkened room while trying to feel your way toward that shiny item ball 
just within view is your lack of preparedness. 
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Faint beams originating from far off street lamps, commercial buildings and 
open-curtained living rooms shimmer across the night sky like a soft chorus 
of electric sopranos. The distant glow does little to comfort a certain 
disoriented forest wanderer who can't even fulfill the base requirements of 
Maslow's hierarchy. The surroundings are about as visible as two- 
dimensional sprites on an unmodified Game Boy Color screen. 


Cpthroughout my ehildheod the Video 
‘sgame@ World largely Presented nature 


“xP loratioan In a Playful ly 

mnee@aligstico manner. In real Ill fey 

wou shouldn't Just waltz $Inteo a 

£ r Cgrorast oF 8&8 ocf8Ve8 $%II[n the same Way 


“yOU'd pass through a doorway, 

Real explorers anticipate the potential dangers of such an expedition, lest 
they end up like Floyd Collins. It's possible to make it back to camp in one 
piece, but all you did was make it harder on yourself than it needed to be. 


I'm currently learning this lesson in the aforementioned hard way; part of 
me knew this escapade was a bad idea, but adolescent confidence had 
managed to override any sense of logic. My friends and | built makeshift 
structures on our side of the civilization borders, always making it back for 
a home-cooked meal inside the more modern, first world concept of shelter. 
Tonight, I don't have makeshift shelter, I don't have a friendly voice to 
guide me, I don't have the Bear Grylls drink-your-own-piss survival skills, 
all I have is my two feet propelling me forward. 


As the moon begins to rise into full view, a realization hits me like the trunk 
of a decaying tree slamming against the ground. I've been here before. This 
barely visible pattern of leaves and sticks is familiar, 1 know my mind isn't 
just playing tricks. Instinctively, I attempt to retrace the same steps I 
remember taking around this area. I suddenly don't feel so hungry, weighed 
down, hopeless. 
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“It takes an idiot to do cool things. That's 
why it's cool." — Haruko (FLO) 


OG STREET BLUES 


written by: Mason Andrew Freak 


_ I wore baggy nu-metal pants, combed my 
> hair forward with gel into heavy spikes, and 
a probably weighed three hundred pounds 
B. when I was thirteen. 


My parents' relationship with me at the X aw" te 
Its con 


time was like the cool jocks who picked on 


the nerd. ‘4 


They would quite literally laugh at me. ) bs . 
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When I had my psychotic episode, I would 
think back and do everything I could to 4 oN pl 
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THE BOUNCER | 
POECEMBER 20cm 


| was twelve or thirteen when | started playing The 


I bought an EGM magazine when I was eight with the top 100 games in it _ 
and fantasized about Lunar Two (on the Sega CD) and Gunstar Heroes. 


I thought I was a person of a radical new style of culture. A new way of 
looking at reality. 


The near-dada-free association of videogames 7 
trying to reach into the lizard part of your brain s 
and blackmail it for quarters at the arcade. e 


The Bouncer does a lot with its kung fu action film archetypes. 
Though most of what it does well is in the cutscenes. The sensitive 
buttons were not a novelty. You could, and I assume still can, 
master the basic systems of this game. The problem was if you 
mastered the system, the gameplay went from forty-five seconds 
to about twenty-five-second long battles between the cinematics. 
The power of the game is going to vary from how much you enjoy 
kitsch and the late eighties and early nineties action film ' 
aesthetics. i 
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“It takes an idiot to do cool things. That's 
why it’s cool." — Haruko [FLCL) 
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This is the anime-style equivalent of Roadhouse (the one with Patrick Swayze). It amazes me how thin 
the line between Kill Bill and Roadhouse is. It is similar to the conceptual line between The Bouncer 
and God Hand. Both had similar ambitions: the desire to encapsulate in videogame form a genre they 
generally seemed to love. An ugly little genre of stupidity and violence, of grotesque absurdity and 
pure escape that corrupts the real world. 


God Hand is artful in its mechanics. The Bouncer is cringing sincerity. Painfully bad information, 
seeking validation of its misplaced ideas that are mostly founded on ignorance. 


Like Yin to the Yang, God Hand wants nothing. It simply is the act of being (something to be 
experienced, not understood). God Hand is uglier and more hateful... but also the better game. 


I feel like writing this... 


... t has dawned on me that playing The Bouncer is a lot like raw pineapple. 
Yeah, it's pure, but I wish it was better prepared. I wish I had a can of syrupy pineapple I could 
gorge myself on and drink the juice. But instead, like Taeko in Isao Takahata's film Only 


Yesterday... | hundred percented all of the metaphorical raw pineapple. 
Forced myself to gorge on it. I refused to let myself enjoy it. And the downside is that unlike 
pineapple, The Bouncer is not even nutritious for how questionable it is to the palate. 


Moral of the story: sometimes your parents are not being cruel when they 


laugh at you. 
The Endl written by: Mason Andrew Freak) 
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The Internet Archive, a 5@1(c)(3) non-profit, is building a 
digital library of Internet sites and other cultural 
artifacts in digital form. Like a paper library, they 

provide free access to researchers, historians, scholars, 
people with print disabilities, and the general public. Our 
mission is to provide Universal Access to All Knowledge. 


Start browsing today: 


https: //archive.org/ 


x 


*please note: this article contains footnotes, which are found at the bottom of the page where the footnote is 


referenced; most of them are boring citations for factual data (have to cite your sources and all that). 


The World's Greatest Theme Park 


Written by: forrest 
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magine an untamed wilderness full of precious woodland creatures 


living in their hidden tree holes, eating their foraged tree nuts, 
swimming happily in the same shimmering ponds they drink from, all 


surrounded by jewelweed, beautyberry, hydrangea, milkweed, phlox, 
dandelion, and clover. Now imagine that you are a disembodied 
presence just sort of floating around above this wild splendor, and you 
have eighty thousand dollars burning holes in your large ghostly 
pockets - what would you do? The shrewd trader may invest this 
money into stocks, placing their fate in the hands of capricious market 
forces; the selfless do-gooder may donate this money, giving that 
money back to the people who truly need it; the hardcore gamer may 
ignore the woodlands altogether, spending this money on the ultimate 
PC complete with one-hundred-terabyte solid-state drive that 
contains literally all the games; the bleeding-heart socialist may 
evenly distribute this money, sharing the wealth amongst the 
community; the amateur writer-philosopher may bemoan the current 
state of humankind, burning the cash before writing a long essay 
about how money is the root of all the bad stuff in the world; and the 
venture capitalist may use this money to bring in a fleet of bulldozers, 
tree harvesters, tractors, and backhoes to raze the land bare, 
exterminating thousands of breezy birds, caterwauling coyotes, 
| May Wyn dt Aug Sep Oct Mar Apr May Jun dul Aug Sep Opt Mar rummaging raccoons, funny foxes, war-dancing weasels, and dashing 
oh _- $173,207.00 / deer - all in the name of building The World’s Greatest Theme Park. 
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Many children of the millennial age got their first taste of venture 

capitalism through Chris Sawyer’s 1999 theme park simulation 
computer game, RollerCoaster Tycoon; a beautiful isometric crash 
course in finance, business management, and capitalist-systems-of- 

air. ethics which dictate that drowning park guests or trapping them in 
maze-like pathways with no exit is detrimental to overall financial success because no one wants to go to a theme park 
where the disembodied ghost boss is being a megalomaniac; and in a roundabout way, this is one of the benefits of capitalist 
greed: dead customers don’t pay to ride Revenge of the Vomitnator. But RollerCoaster Tycoon teaches the downsides of 
capitalist greed as well: the ease at which capitalism gives way to exploitation; the fact that people are willing to pay up toa 
dollar to use the restroom because they have no other option besides urinating on a park path, which is a misdemeanor crime 
with a sentence of up to one year in jail in most parts of the United States. 
The bottom line is that killing customers hurts the bottom line, but forcing customers to Be 1 ToOPISS 
increases profit margins; public toilets have an upkeep cost after all, and in RollerCoaster Tycoon that upkeep cost in a park 


of roughly 1,000 guests is about $50/hour or $0.83/minute. Those damp piss dollars add up, and if guests start complaining 
just remind them that it’s all in an effort to build The World’s Greatest Theme Park. 
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ROLLERCOASTER TYCOOM 
DECEMBER 2000 


his pay-to-piss mentality is at the 
foundational core of RollerCoaster 
Tycoon, where being a capitalistic 
control freak is encouraged through the 
ability to tweak every little thing about your 
park. From wait times, load times, the color 
of the paths — black is the go-to choice as 
the heat absorption of the black-painted 
cement leads to slightly warmer in-park 
temperatures which leads to thirstier guests 
who will pay more for drinks at Sefior 
Slurpy’s Soda Shack, or at least that's what 
Six Flags is doing; keeping in mind that “No 
outside food, beverages or coolers may be 
brought into Six Flags” and all the water 
fountains are broken and a bottle of water 
costs $12 from the vending machine - to ride 
speeds, coaster rail types, which music plays 
on which attractions, the cost of literally 
everything - including umbrellas, which can 
be sold for as much as twenty dollars each 
because no one wants to get rained on - and 
even things like the costumes that park 
entertainers wear and the shirt colors of the 
mechanics and handymen who are criminally 
underpaid because every penny pinched is 
then used to line some sleazy executive’s 
pockets - or rather, build The World’s 
Greatest Theme Park. 5.20 per hour 


As if you were a magical hand in the sky or a god of the gaps, the placement of attractions, restaurants, scenery, pathways, 
and amenities is within the full control of the disembodied presence that you - the player - assume in RollerCoaster Tycoon. 
In fact, like most simulations, the majority of the fun lies not in the Excel-sheet-like money-management aspects of the 
game but in the perfect placement of every little thing to create The World’s Greatest Theme Park both financially and 
aesthetically. And placement is very important, as clever placement of pathways, fountains, Roman columns, lamps, 
mounted televisions, marquee signs, gelatinous cubes, giant mushrooms, gravestones, Roman statues, massive pumpkins, 
spooky skeletons, Alice in Wonderland-like chess pieces and playing cards, candy mountains, pyramids, ugly postmodern art 
exhibits, and perennial woody plants of all types increases the excitement rating of nearby attractions; this leads to greater 
income downstream as you can charge more for an attraction based on its excitement rating rounded down by the decimal. 
For example, you may have a coaster with a baseline excitement rating of 6.00, but five Minervas and a handful of Roman 
columns later and that excitement rating chariots to 7.10, which means guests will pay $7.00 for each ride on the giant- 
metal-death-trap. And the placement tricks don’t end there: placing pretzel stalls near drink stalls allows you to gouge 
prices on drinks because These Pretzels Are Making Me Thirsty[1] and strategic placement of ATM kiosks ensures guests can 
afford those absurdly overpriced pretzel-induced beverages, and placing one free attraction near the entrance of your park 
effectively tricks guests into extending their visit. 


This is just scratching the surface; once you’ve discovered each of the capitalistic-control-freak tips and tricks in 
RollerCoaster Tycoon, Oxford University might as well give you an honorary bachelor’s degree in marketing and sociology 
because you are already a gold-certified master manipulator of human behavior. 


[1] Classic Seinfeld bit in which Kramer is cast as an extra in a Woody Allen film and only has one line, “these pretzels are making me 
thirsty!” Of course, each of the Seinfeld cast start delivering this line in their own special way, insisting their version is the best. It’s big 
laughs all around. zs 
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apitalism's avarice begets a certain level of cleanliness, which is yet another downstream benefit of praying 
to the gods of worldly possessions and arithmetic. No matter how high the excitement rating on your roller 
coaster might be, guests don’t want to wade through small pools of vomit with bits of trash floating about while on the 
way to those exciting attractions; and guests who don’t ride, don’t pay. In this way, even the most heartless of 
executives are forced to hire some handymen to sweep, empty the trash cans, and scrub vomit off the pathways outside 
the exit of Revenge of the Vomitnator. 


The same downstream benefit of capitalism exists for park safety: if there are violent gangs of centurion-attired 
children brandishing spiked clubs roaming the paths of the Roman Quarter, park guests are less likely to go to the Roman 
Quarter and much less likely to return to your theme park ever again. In this way, even the most heartless of executives 
are forced to hire some security guards to protect their investments — or rather, their park guests. And park safety 
doesn’t stop at park security; the rides themselves need proper maintenance to stay up to par with state safety 
regulations. (In the United States — as of the publishing of this article — all but six states have theme park safety 
regulations enforced by law; those unregulated states are: Alabama, Mississippi, Montana, Nevada, Wyoming, and Utah. 
[2]) If theme park executives were to cut corners on safety regulations, guests may find that the catapult launch 
launches them right into the nearby pond or, worst case, decapitated after their raft goes airborne into a metal shaft at 
just the right angle to tear their neck asunder, leaving parts of the trachea and esophagus just kinda dangling from the 
exposed-head-hole while the head itself spirals through the air squirting blood like one of those oscillating yard 
sprinklers until the skull cracks on the pavement below simultaneously popping the eyeballs out from their sockets like a 
jack-in-the-box wound way-too-tight. And of course, these types of “unexpected accidents” are terrible for business. 
In this way, even the most heartless of executives are forced to hire a few mechanics for regular ride inspections and 
repairs. 


To the far less cynical eye, it may appear as if the Executive Leadership Team of Diamond Heights - The World’s 
Greatest Theme Park - actually cares about the park guests, but let’s pull back the wool for a moment. While the 
Executive Leadership Team did hire security guards to keep the guests safe, they did so only to ensure guests don’t get 
mugged so that guests will continue to visit the park thus continuing to spend money; and while the Executive 
Leadership Team did hire handymen to keep the park clean so that guests don’t get nasty and sick, they did so only to 
ensure that guests aren’t complaining so that the guests will continue to visit the park thus continuing to spend money; 
and while the Executive Leadership Team did hire mechanics to keep the rides safe, they did so only to ensure that 
guests aren’t decapitated because that will surely put the park out of business.[3] So while it may seem like the 
Executive Leadership Team at Diamond Heights really cares a whole hell of a lot about human beings what they actually 
care about is reputation and profit. 


[3] Hollandsworth, S. (2018, July 20). Schlitterbahn’s tragic slide. Texas Monthly. https://www.texasmonthly.com/true-crime/jeff-henry-verruckt- 
schlitterbahns-tragic-slide/ 
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n argument could be made that the Executive Leadership Team of Diamond 
Heights actually cares about their employees too, but this is yet another 
capitalist fabrication. Diamond Heights only pays its mechanics $80/month, or $0.46/hour; security guards only make 
$60/month, or $0.35/hour; and handymen make a meager $50/month, or $0.29/hour. When considering that Diamond 
Heights turns $5,000 in profit every month, these slave wages become inexcusable. And - yes, those are fictional computer 
game numbers from the hit 1999 computer game RollerCoaster Tycoon, but the numbers in real life aren’t much better. The 
average security guard at Six Flags Over Georgia is paid $18.75/hour,[4] which is $37,500/year. When we consider PCE 
(“Personal Consumption Expenditure”) in Georgia, which is $47,406/year per person as of 2022,[5] this means the average 
Six Flags Over Georgia Security Guard needs to take a second job at Burger King to cover the remaining $9,906 needed just 
to afford basic expenditures, or get a roommate that they will end up hating within three months. The point is, while 
average real-life wages are much better than RollerCoaster Tycoon’s abject poverty wages, they’re still nowhere near where 
they should be to ensure a comfortable existence within not only the state of Georgia but the entire United States. 


And - yes, an argument could be made that the 
Executive Leadership Team at Six Flags Over 4) : ’ hee 
Georgia really cares about their employees; they i Pon 
might even give their employees some paid leave : 


and health insurance, but they fail to adequately 
compensate them compared to the cost of living; 
and while arguments could be made that Six Flags 
cannot afford to pay their employees more because 
they as a company don’t really turn a profit 
month-over-month - which is true, in January 
2023 they only turned a small profit of $1,358[6] - 
this becomes a whimpering point when considering 
that the CEO and CFO of Six Flags Entertainment 
Corp make $1,923,775 and $1,129,746 per year 
respectively.[7] Now cut those executive salaries in 
half and suddenly Six Flags Entertainment Corp is 
making a significant profit month-over-month. 
Those big numbers are much bigger than how much 
the Six Flag Executive Leadership Team actually 
cares about their employees - which is none, zip, 
zero care. To the Executive Leadership Team: 
employees are numbers on spreadsheets, 
expendable tools that are easily replaced, and this 
is not unique to Six Flags - it’s an inherent feature 
of capitalism. 
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[4] Security Guard salaries in Georgia for Six Flags, Inc. | indeed.com. Indeed. (n.d.). https://www.indeed.com/cmp/Six-Flags,-Inc./salaries/Security-Guard/Georgia 


[5] U.S. Department of Commerce; Bureau of Economic Analysis. (2022, October 4). News release. Personal Consumption Expenditures by State, 2022 | U.S. Bureau of Economic 


Analysis (BEA). https://www.bea.gov/news/2023/personal-consumption-expenditures-state-2022 


[6] Six Flags Entertainment Corp. (2023, March 2). Six flags reports fourth quarter and full year 2022 performance. Six Flags. https://investors.sixflags.com/news-and-events/press- 


releases/2023/03-02-2023-110028434 


(Note from future me: Upon rereading this section, I discovered an error in the passage this footnote links to; the passage erroneously states that Six Flags only made $1,358 in profit 1 
during the month of January 2023; however, the true figure is $1,358 million for the entirety of 2022 [reported in January 2023], this is obviously a much higher figure than what I 


cited here, but it only reinforces the point that Six Flags can afford to pay their employees more. In fact, according to the source here, this is a net-profit decrease of $139 million am 
compared to 2021, which some executives surely huffed and puffed about hardcore; they probably even used this fact as an excuse not to pay their employees more! My point remains 
unchanged: Executive Leadership Team salaries need to be cut across the board; and while my error does not invalidate the point I'm attempting to make in this essay, it was clumsy 


on my part, hence the correction.) 


[7] Salary.com, S. built by: (2023). Six Flags Entertainment Corp Executive Salaries & other compensation. https://www1.salary.com/SIX-FLAGS-ENTERTAINMENT-CORP- 


Executive-Salaries.html 


ROLLERCORETER TYCOOM 
DECEMBER 2000 


@ Shit about you — even with heavy regelation telling them to 
give a Shit about you. 


uman society started from a state of pandemonium, slid into violent tribalism, morphed into a hellscape of 

feudalism, and then gradually evolved into a network of highly-regulated, complex nation-states vying for 
control over the planet’s resources through the proxy of money, with slavery and war riding in the passenger train of the 
roller coaster along the way. Progress has been made, and continues to be made, and with every bit of progress comes 
more regulation. Today, capitalism across the world is heavily regulated - labor laws (not enough), consumer protection 
laws (not enough), antitrust laws (not enough), some environmental stuff (also not enough), and much more - yet CEOs 
like Selim Bassoul make nearly two million dollars a year while people on the ground floor doing his dirty work and getting 
his coffee make barely three percent of that. 


The Executive Leadership Team would pay their employees nothing if they could get away with it - and they’d laugh and 
dance and sing all the way to the bank while doing so. The only thing stopping them are those pesky regulations. 


But there is a nagging question that remains - if humans are so selfish, where did these regulations come from? The 
regulations seem to be geared toward a semblance of fairness and well-being. Is there something like kindness in the 
human heart out there in the shimmering distance? On the one hand, it’s nice to believe that humanity has a glimmer of 
benevolence within its collective psyche, but on the other hand, it’s far easier to explain the emergence of regulation using 
the same logic that the Executive Leadership Team at Diamond Heights uses to justify the expense of paying for a 
mechanic to repair Revenge of the Vomitnator: as human history progressed, intelligent people in powerful positions 
started to realize that life for the average peasant under feudalism was leading to famine, disease, and high mortality 
rates, and if the feudal lord’s serfs died, those lords would have no one to tend their farms and stimulate their little suffer 
economies. Thus, it became in the feudal lord’s best interest to enact policies that improved the lives of their subjects. And 
as more of these pro-serf policies were enacted, the feudal lords’ supreme power slowly slipped away into the shimmering 
distance. Unbeknownst to them, the feudal lords were digging their own graves, and the lords who refused to dig ended up 
with their heads on a pike after a peasant revolt. 


The feudal lords need to keep their serfs alive in the same way that the Diamond Heights Executive Leadership Team needs 
to keep their employees alive in the same way that any modern government needs to keep their citizens alive: without the 
serfs to farm the grapes, the wine stops flowing; without the workers to maintain the theme park, the roller coasters fall 
apart; and without the citizens to spend the money, capitalist society collapses like a poorly constructed Jenga puzzle. 
Without regulation, society collapses into anarchy - and anarchy is not good for business. 


What the Executive Leadership Team doesn’t want their workers to know is that the workers are the entire Jenga puzzle. 
The Executive Leadership Team sees themselves as being above the puzzle and, as such, not part of the puzzle at all. If all 
the workers walked out of Diamond Heights, the trash would pile up, the vomit would flow, the rides would break down, the 
guests would die, and The World’s Greatest Theme Park would turn into The World’s Greatest Dumpster Fire. 


Chris Sawyer knew this basic fact about capitalism too: firing all the employees in RollerCoaster Tycoon tanks your park 


rating faster than a broken coaster track kills its riders. It's just that intuitive - no workers, no business. Without workers, 
there's anarchy, and anarchy is not good for business. 


IT'S REVOLUTION, BABY ! 


When workers walk out: 


= 
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apitalism creates fake love and fake kindness - but isn’t this 
better than no love or kindness at all? The obvious answer to 
this question is: yes. The more interesting question is this: is true love and true 
kindness better than fake love and fake kindness even if they both produce similar 
results — and if so, why? Let’s explore this. 


(find | premise this is going somewhere.) written by: forrest 
I met Mason online about a year ago as of the writing of this article. He was developing a computer game and was 
irresponsibly sacrificing his entire livelihood to do so. Mason seemed to have a deep passion for his project. To keep his 
identity a secret, let’s refer to this computer game project as Blortjaz, a name as nonsensical and coprophilic-sounding as 
the real name of the game he was actually working on. 


Blortjaz was set in the near future and loosely inspired by the idea of "what if Donald Trump turned the world into a post- 
apocalyptic wasteland?" It was a text-based role-playing adventure game, and as such, it was very niche, appealing only 
to a limited audience of older gamers who grew up playing these types of practically-no-graphics games. But Iam drawn 
to niche projects and oddball endeavors, and I am also intrigued by the passionate people behind them. So, my interest 
was immediately piqued when Mason added me as a friend on the social media network Mastodon. 


Mason would post screenshots and brief gameplay videos of Blortjaz, and 
with each post, he would ask for a donation. Several months and 
hundreds of gameplay-donation posts later, he started mentioning that 
he would not be able to continue working on Blortjaz because he was 
struggling financially and couldn’t devote time to a project that wasn’t 
bringing in any income or “true fans.” Mason would often say things like, 
“I am operating under the 1000 true fans model. If each true fan gives 
me a dollar a month, I will be set to work on Blortjaz comfortably.” This 
should have been the first red flag because passionate people don’t 
typically abandon their still-in-development and very niche games if 
those games don’t provide an immediate return on investment -— 
especially when the game was still in development and oh so very niche. 
But being the fool that I am, I donated a non-zero amount of money to 
Mason to help him realize his Blortjaz. 


After donating to Mason, everything changed: before, he never showed 
much interest in my own writing, but after the donation he suddenly 
started linking to my work, quoting it, and even going as far to say that 
it was “like Neal Stephenson and Douglas Adams combined,” when, in 
hindsight, this is clearly an insult to both Neal Stephenson and Douglas 
Adams. This should have been the second red flag waving in my face, but 
I was too flattered to notice at the time. 


ason continued "advertising" my work until one day he reached out to me directly through a private 

message on Mastodon. His message read something like this: "My Blortjaz is not making any money, and I 
am living out of my car, eating mustard packets from McDonald's to survive. I don’t even have enough money to pay my 
cellular bill, and if I can’t pay my cellular bill, then I can’t access the internet and won’t be able to continue work on my 
Blortjaz. Could you please, just this once, spot me the money for my cellular bill?" 


Feeling sorry for Mason and still very interested in his weird Blortjaz, I gave him the money for his cell phone bill. 


Momentarily content with my charity, Mason : ie SE ones | ay 
continued to sing praises for my work. However, n i id MASON 
a few weeks later, he private messaged me again 4 #% = = =n 
asking for more money - thenheaskedforeven |" : - & CS 
more, and then more and more and more, "for S i 
my Blortjaz," he would say. Allthe while, he was § % 

posting hourly on his Mastodon account, and 
none of those posts were about Blortjaz. Instead, 
he slipped into very weird justifications for killing 
children: "I have sympathy for the suffering of 
children in the US, Ukraine, and Israel. [sic] not 
in any country who attacked them or invaded 
them," and started spreading thinly-veiled anti- 
trans rhetoric: "Mental illness should not be 
encouraged." Basically any vague far-right dog 
whistle circa 2020 you could think of, he was 
posting it. 


*| want to continue pretending to work on Blort jaz.” 


Mason’s bizarre breaks in character became so 
frequent, and Blortjaz became so infrequent, 
that I started to suspect that he was a fraud. 
Even if Mason was still working on Blortjaz — 
which it was clear from his post history that he 
was not — he was doing nothing to better his own 


*xany ¥ague far-right dog 
situation, was espousing some weird stuff = = Th 
(understatement), and only continued to ask for whistle you aT think ot* 


money while showing no signs of being in any 
danger due to his self-proclaimed McDonald’s- 
Mustard flavored abject poverty. From that 
point onward, I ignored Mason entirely, but he 
would continue to message me, asking for more 
money. 
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nce I started to ignore Mason, something interesting happened: he stopped “advertising” my writing altogether. 
You see, in Mason’s mind, since I was helping him with monetary donations, he thought he would help me too -— 
by “advertising” my work. This by itself isn't terrible until I realized that Mason didn't truly care about my work; he only 
cared about flattering me to ensure that I continued to give him money. I was an investment. And while I appreciated it, I 
never asked for his help. I don’t make any money from my projects to begin with. I do it for, like, the art, dude - the journey, 
the self-improvement, with a bit of narcissism mixed in. Making the Best Damn Piece of Literature on Computer Games is 
itself the reward, and being known as The Writer of the Best Damn Piece of Literature on Computer Games is a small part of 
that as well; there’s some vanity, there’s always some vanity in everything, but money has neverever been part of it for me. 


Mason’s glaringly obvious quid pro quo made him entirely 
untrustworthy. And while my motivations may not be 
entirely altruistic, Mason’s were devoid of altruism 
whatsoever. Mason sees people as cash-money 
machines, and if anyone shows him even the smallest bit 
of support, he subtly manipulates that person so that he 
can continue to personally benefit off of that person, 
hence the “free advertising” he was doing on my behalf 
(that I never asked or expected of him) and the 
discontinuation of that “free advertising” when I stopped 
being a source of income for him. To Mason, I was only a 
long-term investment. I was a quid for his quo, a tit for 
his tat - or something. 


Now that you’ve reached the end of this personal 
tangent, here’s the point: Mason is the poster boy for 
true capitalism. His values, his behavior, his outlook on 
life - he is what happens when you worship the god of 
arithmetic. Mason's Blortjaz is nothing more than a 
product that he is selling you — albeit an incomplete 
product, but a product nonetheless. Mason will brown- 
nose, flatter, and lie to you, all in an effort to cajole 
money from you, and in this way, you can never trust 
him. Mason may call you his “true fan,” but what you 
really are is his customer. The moment Mason can’t drain 
money from you is the moment he stops caring about 
you. The mere presence of money in a relationship 
corrupts the relationship on some level - leading to 
issues of trust and entitlement. 


To answer the original question: Mason is the reason that real 
kindness is better than fake kindness. 


k's @ matter of trust. eo 
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written by: forrest = 


efore we move on, I present to 
you a question: would you 
rather have brain surgery performed on 
you by a doctor who went to medical school 
because they were really passionate about 
gray matter and fixing brains, or would you 
rather have your head cut open by a 
surgeon who only went to medical school 
because brain surgeons make a lot of 
money? Carefully consider your answer 
while reading this chapter, and if the 
answer was immediate, consider why it 
was immediate. 


Just like Mason, the kindness of capitalism 
is tit for tat, quid pro quo, You Pat My Back 
I Pat Your Back ad infinitum. Capitalism’s eesti, 
version of kindness comes with i _— eee I St 
stipulations - the ever-present feeling : - 

that there’s something expected from you bes. Aetna MeN a 

in return. And if you don’t provide a return on investment, you’re worthless, quickly abandoned, and replaced by someone with 
a higher ROI. We see this all the way down the capitalist food chain, from fast-food chains to television networks to hospitals 
to news outlets and even to small online content creators (note that someone who labels themselves a “content creator” is 
ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time pretty much telling you, “I'm only in it for the money.”) 


This may sound harsh, as if I’m saying that your local hospital nurse is only in it for the money and doesn’t actually care about 
you, as if all people are little demon-spawn scurrying about waiting to prick you with their figurative pitchforks, but it's not 
necessarily the people who are demonic - it’s the hellish system that they find themselves in. Even if people have altruistic 
intentions, the capitalist system coerces them into prioritizing money above everything else, undermining their altruism. 


Take, for example, two people with Bloaty Head Syndrome, a fictional condition from the computer game Sim Hospital, in 
which the head inflates with air and needs to be deflated with a pinprick. The first bloaty-head person has an insurance plan 
that pays out $3,568 for the treatment. The second bloaty-head person has an insurance plan that pays out $1,576 for the 
treatment. The receptionist has been instructed by internal policy to prefer patients whose insurance pays more, so the 
second bloaty-head person is denied treatment in favor of the first. In the hospital industry, this is a well-known practice 
called “cherry-picking.” The Chief Financial Officer of the hospital may say something like, “We’ve been going to our lowest 
payers and either demanding increases from them or canceling those contracts that we view to be inadequate and simply 
admitting patients whose insurance will pay us more,”[8] while twirling their mustache, slobbering on a Cuban cigar, and 
blowing smoke from their nose and ears and mouth - presumably from the cigar, one would hope. Meanwhile, back at the front 
desk, the sweet receptionist just wants to keep her damn job so she can feed her two children. 
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[8] Brubaker, H. (2023, July 31). Friends Hospital’s corporate owner says the company has started “admitting patients whose insurance will pay us more.” 
https://www.inquirer.com. https://www.inquirer.com/health/uhs-friends-hospital-philadelphia-terminating-insurance-contracts-20230731.html 
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apitalism as a system is not 
altruistic and, in fact, turns 
people anti-altruistic due to its primary 
doctrine of Money Over All Else. The higher 
one rises in the employee hierarchy, the less 
kind they tend to become; and if plotted on 
a line graph comparing acts-of-kindness- 
over-time to yearly-salary-increases, the 
lines would form a perfect X. I posit that 
this is not necessarily because people are 
inherently evil or unkind themselves 
(although many are when considering most 
standard systems of ethics), just that the 
system they participate in changes their 
behavior to appear unkind. Even you — the 
reader — are not immune. Statistically some 
of you will eventually find yourself on an 
Executive Leadership Team monthly call 

: presenting a slide deck about how cutting 
15% of the workforce is actually a good thing and that the new health insurance plan which has exactly the same benefits as the 
old plan is 12% more expensive for the employees because the company had to switch providers but don't worry because you 
are proactively curbing the employee backlash with help from the marketing team which came up with the catchy name 
“WeCare Health Plans” with four different tiers of care - the final being UltraCare which is a whopping $350/month - and will 
be putting the names of employees who sign up for the UltraCare package in a raffle for a free iPhone. The presentation is met 
with great fanfare and applause, and many executives request a recap email with the presentation attached. But can you really 
blame yourself at this point? You’re just going through the motions of the monstrous system that you were thrust into — what 
else could you do, forgo all material possessions and live in the woods and refuse to participate in capitalist society at all? (The 
answer is yes, probably yes.) 


The whole health-insurance-plan-system thing itself is overwrought with baked-in stipulations that undermine the healthcare 
plan’s surface-level kindness to begin with. If we take the WeCare Plan at The World’s Greatest Theme Park as an example, the 
stipulations are as follows: employees have to sign legal employment agreements that contain their own sketchy stipulations; 
employees must surrender a portion of their pay to cover the plan; employees have to follow the Employee Handbook to the 
letter or else; employees still have to pay out-of-pocket fees for each medical visit (many plans do this, but more expensive 
plans may offer a special credit card that you can use for these fees — of course that’s an additional cost); employees sometimes 
have to do something a little unethical when the boss asks nicely; and employees must neverever complain lest they run the 
risk of losing their job entirely. The healthcare plan is a small kindness, but this kindness is undermined by The Man with a very 
shaky trigger finger who happens to be holding a gun to the employee’s head. 


And - yes, like your hardcore-capitalist stepfather or someone like Mason may tell you - employees who don’t like their jobs 
can always find another job, with the same stipulations, of course. That same hardcore-capitalist stepfather may also tell you 
that the American healthcare system is The World’s Greatest Healthcare System and that you can walk into literally any 
emergency room in the country and they cannot refuse to treat you. That’s technically true for things like broken bones, 
blistering burns, bated breathlessness, pernicious poisoning, vicious vomiting, and crippling concussions, but you will be handed 
a large bill after your visit, and you are expected to pay that large bill. If you don’t pay that large bill, the hospital can garnish 
your wages — the very same wages that could not pay for the initial hospital visit to begin with. The hospital will get their 
money somehow, even if you can’t pay for it immediately. You will pay for it over time, and this over-time-paying-for-stuff 
will ensure that you stay poor for a long time. Thus, the Cycle of Poor persists like a roller coaster with never-ending loop-de- 
loops. 
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y hardcore-capitalist stepfather would often say, “You're complaining about capitalism while benefiting from 
capitalism.” This was the end-all-be-all counter to any anti-capitalist argument: since capitalism allows me 
to drive a car and watch television, capitalism is the best and 1 am wrong - or something. This is a 

variant of the “you’re complaining about social media on social media?” argument or the classic “you’re saying we should fix 
society, yet you participate in society?” argument. Each of these arguments posits that since the opponent of the thing is 
doing the thing, they are a hypocrite and therefore their position is invalid. Yet this does not take into account that personal 
hypocrisy itself does not undermine the truth value of any individual statement. For example, I used to smoke cigarettes, 
yet I would tell my daughter to neverever smoke because cigarettes are harmful to your health. Does the fact that I smoked 
cigarettes myself undermine the truth claim that cigarettes are harmful to one’s health? No. They are separate things 
entirely. In fact, calling someone a hypocrite as a means to refute these types of arguments is nothing more than a personal 
attack on the person making the claim. 


The more advanced argument that a hardcore capitalist might use is, “Capitalism has brought about the most prosperous 
era in human history and has done so at incredible speed, therefore capitalism is good” or something. It is true that we are 
living in an era of unbridled innovation and technical achievement, much of which was inspired by the competitive spirit of 
capitalism. You're likely reading this on a flat-panel monitor or a smartphone built out of materials mined by slaves in the 
Congo[9], and this technology was unthinkable only 40 years ago. Since the Industrial Revolution, technology has advanced 
under capitalism at an incredibly fast pace - arguably faster than ever before. It’s nearly self-evident that if you're reading 
this article, there was some capitalism at play making this experience possible. But the fallacy here is assuming that 
capitalism is the only path that could have led us to this point, akin to believing that since my car gets me to the nearby 
park, it's the only way to get there. This assumption does not logically follow. What if my home was closer to the park, so I 
could just walk or ride my bike there? What if I took the bus to the park? What if I passed out from drinking too much wine 
and woke up in the park with no recollection of how I got there? There are many possibilities beyond just that one thing that 
worked that one time. 


My hardcore-capitalist stepfather would often tell me that capitalism works so well because it plays to humankind’s selfish 
nature: people want to have a lot of stuff, and people want to have a lot of power. People can make a lot of money by 
producing innovative goods and services, and money affords more mobility in society, which equates to more power; it 
follows that money is a proxy for power. My stepfather may even go as far as to say that capitalism would always exist, even 
if we reset humanity, because capitalism is selfishness, and selfishness is at the core of the human condition. He would go on 
to argue that capitalism not only promotes this selfish desire for power but also encourages innovation by fueling 
competition. You may have a cool theme park now, but your competitor just made an even cooler theme park, so now you 
have to make your theme park even cooler than theirs, and so on. The underlying idea is that through constant innovation, 
we will eventually create The World’s Greatest Theme Park and become Theme Park Gods or something. But The World’s 
Greatest Theme Park never comes, it's never quite great enough because capitalism doesn't have an off switch. Capitalism 
requires continued competition and a continuous circulation of cash - the line must always go up. 


[9] Gross, T. (2023, February 1). How “modern-day slavery” in the Congo powers the rechargeable battery economy. NPR. 


https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2023/02/01/1152893248/red-cobalt-congo-dre-mining-siddharth-kara 
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ly apitalism’s supposed endless cycle of innovation eventually 

2 slows down and then stagnates, and the computer game 
industry is one of the greatest examples of this. When people like 
Mason take over the industry - as we are seeing today with Activision, 
Microsoft, and even Sony - we get quick yearly cash grabs, cheaply 
produced downloadable content at high prices, and broken games that 
may or may not be fixed with future patches. The Masons of the world 
find ways to swindle consumers out of money, and this is especially 
easy in the absence of strict regulation preventing publishers from 
buying up all their competition, resulting in the release of low-effort 
copy-paste jobs with a higher number tacked onto the end of the title 
that consumers still purchase for some ungodly reason; and people call 
this "Triple-A Gaming." 


Anything that can be created is eventually corroded by the presence of 
money because money becomes more important than the creation 
itself. Sure, there are some exceptions to the rule: Nintendo is still 
frequently creative, as are many independent developers, but the list is 
becoming smaller as the industry becomes dominated by these Call- 
of-Duty-Assassin’s-Creed-FIFA-Overwatch-Battlefield-brained 
corporate clowns who sit around all day brainstorming more devious 
ways to spend less money while simultaneously making more money 
without having to cut their own egregious salaries. 


Thus, we come to one of the capitalist | 5 central arguments: 
“But without monetary incentive, people won ‘t have a reason to 
make anything!” 


Consider the creator of RollerCoaster Tycoon, Chris Sawyer. Before 
RollerCoaster Tycoon, Sawyer had a true passion for developing 
computer games. He started developing his own computer games in 
the late '80s, using a Memotech MTX. And although he sent these 
games to publishers for consideration, his motivations were not solely 
to make money. When asked about his motivations for creating 
RollerCoaster Tycoon during a 2016 interview for Eurogamer, Sawyer 
stated, "I just kind of worked on ideas which I thought were fun at the 
time."[10] Sawyer did what he thought was fun without consideration 
for downstream return on investment. Sawyer did go on to publish and 
sell RollerCoaster Tycoon, but the core motivation for creating the 
game itself was a passion for computer games, roller coasters, and fun 
— not money. 


[10] Yin—-Poole, W. (2016, March 3). A big interview with Chris Sawyer, the creator of 


RollerCoaster tycoon. Eurogamer.net. https://www.eurogamer.net/a-big-interview- 
with-chris-sawyer-the-creator-of-rollercoaster-tycoon 
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mw hris Sawyer’s story resonates with me because I can relate to it on a deep level. I spend a considerable amount 

"oy r of time writing, having written and published around two novels worth of material within the last year alone - 
and I make approximately zero dollars on any of it, in fact, I lose money hosting 
the domain where the writing is published. I don’t put my work behind a paywall; I 
don’t ask for donations; and I don’t try to repackage my work in some sort of 
physical format for profit. It may seem like Iam tooting my own horn - “I suffer 
for art!” - but my intention will become clear in just a moment. 


Now, compare this to someone like Mason, who will only complete work on his 
precious Blortjaz after receiving 1,000 donations from 1,000 True Fans. Mason 
requires assurance that his creation will yield some monetary benefit, while 


Sawyer, myself, and many others do not. This difference in motivation indicates ne te 
that money is not the only driving force of human creativity; instead, there exists - 
a passion deep within that compels some people - not Mason - to create stuff _ — =. oe 
regardless of material benefit. z = ee eRe eee 


For the record: I respect creators who sell their work, just not those who create only to sell. The lust for money not only 
dilutes the work itself but it's oh-so-damn-obvious when something was created only for money that it becomes an 
immediate turnoff. For computer games, the example is something like the now-very-common phenomenon of having to 
log in to an online server to play a single-player game and there are reminders everywhere that you can skip ten levels if 
you spend $80 on the level-up juice or whatever; the theme park example is when leadership opts for low-quality screws 
for Revenge of the Vomitnator to save money, which makes it less safe but still within acceptable range of the state safety 
regulations; and the medical example is Dr. Cheever forgoing the whole washing-his-hands thing before performing brain 
surgery because he doesn’t realize just how easy it is to transfer common viruses through contact, having cheated his way 
through medical school and failed to read a single medical journal because he only cared about the money. 


Are you still thinking about which doctor you would choose to slice your brain up? 
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e are rapidly approaching the end of the article, and you are likely asking, "Well — if capitalism is so awful, 
what can we replace it with?" The answer to that is — well, I don’t know. I wish I had all the answers for you, 
dear reader — but, I just don’t know. I do have some ideas, however. 


Capitalism has its place in the annals of human development as a force that has driven rapid technological expansion, but we 
have collectively hit a brick wall and I don’t think we even realize it yet. Consider early medical experiments on live human 
subjects that led to quickly developed cures — yes, terrible and vile and all the bad adjectives, but they produced good 
outcomes to the point that some could argue that these experiments were a necessary evil. In this way, capitalism is similar 
to the U.S. Army’s yellow fever experiments on live human subjects in the early 1900s, in which Major Walter Reed exposed 
people in Cuba to mosquitoes and the yellow fever virus after obtaining very questionable consent; the results of these 
experiments immediately reduced the incidence and spread of yellow fever, saving countless lives.[11] Just like these 
experiments and their sketchy consent, capitalism may have functioned as a necessary evil to deliver us to a more 
comfortable world (consider electricity, rock music, running water, computer games, air conditioning, and then consider 
everything else), but the doctrines of capitalism — the necessity for continued cash flow through innovation and thus 
endless expansion - are not sustainable, just like endlessly exposing people to deadly viruses for the sake of science is not 
sustainable. 


Our first steps as a society (from a very American perspective), could be focusing our technological marvels not on personal 
gain but on improving well-being worldwide; we could house the homeless by building tiny homes using massive 3D printers; 
improve worker compensation by capping the Executive Leadership Team’s salaries (OK - not a technical marvel, just 
something that needs to be done); feed the hungry through vertical farming, hydroponics, and artificial meat (meat is 
murder); take money out of the healthcare equation by providing universal coverage, ensuring everyone has access to basic 
medical treatment without figurative guns pointing at our heads (also not a technological marvel, but something else that 
desperately needs to get done regardless); enhance and expand public transportation systems to reduce carbon emissions 
and improve urban mobility because cars are actually terrible; pay teachers a living wage and provide textbooks to students 
free through digital mediums (academic textbook publishers hate this because they are the only people really making any 
money on textbooks, as they [they as in: their Executive Leadership Team] take around 95% of the profit and throw the 
remaining pennies in the faces of the authors), and invest more in our education systems thereby equipping people to start 
critically thinking from a young age thereby fostering innovation that’s not solely profit-driven; and invest in the 
development of more community spaces to encourage the type of social cohesion that has been lost with the advent of the 
World Wide Web (OK - this one is more “moving away from the technological marvels,” which, as the last one in this list, 
seems appropriate). 


Instead, we are collectively compelled by our capitalist system to make The World's Most Foldable Smartphone, The World’s 
Largest Flat-Screen Television, The World’s Most Powerful Rocket, The World’s Smartest Artificial Intelligence, The 
World’s Deadliest Drone, The World’s Greatest Theme Park, and The World’s Greatest Virtual-Reality Headset so that we 
can jack-out of this doomed world that we ourselves have created. 


There are jest so many resources Gdedicated bo Uhe creation of landfill fodder Uhat one has to 
wonder if Oscar the Grouch is orchestrating Uhe whole Uhing. 

We are missing the point. We are teetering on the edge of a stagnant pool full of garbage and are about to fall in headfirst; 
some of us are diving in nude. 


Soon, we will capitalism ourselves out of existence. 


[11] Mehra, A. (2009, April 1). Politics of participation: Walter Reed’s yellow-fever experiments. Journal of Ethics | American Medical Association. 
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/politics-participation-walter-reeds-yellow-fever-experiments/2009-04 =F 
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apitalism had its time and its place - and this is neither the time nor place. It’s time to move on. It seems to 

me that we need to end the resource struggles that make capitalism necessary to begin with by forgetting 
about arbitrary lines on maps, forgiving the harm we’ve caused each other in the past, thus stopping the devastating 
revenge cycles perpetuated by this ancient harm, and finally we must unify globally so we don’t feel the need to kill 
each other for non-renewable resources. We don't even need to really like each other - we just need to get along. 
Your first-grade teacher had it laminated on the classroom wall surrounded by cute bears and little hearts: The Golden 
Rule. Do unto others and all that jazz. 


Now you may be thinking, “OK - this sounds cool, but how do we make it happen?” 


The short-term (again, very American) answer is regulation, regulation, regulation, and more regulation - and if that 
means “communism” or whatever to the dude with the pick-up truck, the Confederate flags, and the faded lock-her- 
up bumper sticker next to one of those Calvin-peeing-on-the-word-LIBERAL bumper stickers: that's fine. Let them 
seethe. They'll get over it, and if they don't - well, humans only live for about eighty years anyway. Society moves on, 
and sometimes it leaves people behind. To move society along - apart from full-blown revolution (baby) - we have to 
vote for it, and not just in presidential elections, but also in local elections, which have far more impact on our 
immediate well-being than anything else, but which many people (myself included until the last few years) have a bad 
habit of completely ignoring. 


How to achieve each of the items on this admittedly 
very generic list of basic liberal talking points is a much 
more complicated question than I can hope to answer 
here; nor would I pretend to be able to, but maybe I can 
sway the rhetorical (from: rhetoric) battle which might 
help to change an individual’s ideological leanings by 
offering the following argument: 


(see next page) 


et's assume you don't buy all the kindness stuff, and that's fair because every day there is some kind 
of darkness[12] or whatever. Let's assume that Mason, my stepfather, and all the capitalists 
out there are correct: that people are driven primarily by selfish desires. (I realize that I'm potentially 
undermining a large portion of my original thesis here, but bear with me because it's about to get good, I 


Ow The Golden Role self is selfish. 


The Golden Rule’s underlying premise of “do unto others as you would have them do unto you” is, at its 
core, about self-preservation. We try not to go around punching people because we do not want to get 
punched ourselves — so why would we support any form of violence? We try not to steal from people 
| | ere bee ae | because we would not want to have our own stuff stolen - so why would we then swindle and con people 
eral : a a “out of money? We would never want to be discriminated against by the color of our skin - so why do we 
S aaa rah 3 do it to other people? Consider this: why would anyone hoard resources or wealth when the very act of 

ee mes ownership deprives someone else of something that they may need? 


al 
Using the capitalist 's core tenet of selfishness, we can justify extreme altruism — 
because ultimately Uhe capitalist woeold (selfishly) want te be treated altrestically 

when Uheir back is to the wall. 

Capitalists lean into the selfish aspect of humanity, but they lean into it in a shortsighted, retaliatory 

way; conversely, anti-capitalists don’t lean into selfishness enough, instead leaning too heavily into 

unconditional love and virtue signaling, which makes the pro-capitalists perceive the anti-capitalists as 

weak, naive, and ineffectual. 


The capitalists are right: people are selfish. But it's time to flip the narrative: 


K's not about selfishly acquiring personal wealth; it's about selfishly sharing the 
wealth because resources are finite and | don’t want to die because mega- 
corperstions wsed up all the planet 5 resources trying to build The World s 


$55 per month 
June, Year 4 


$80 per month 
July, Year 3 
5 


Of course, you've heard this all before. And — yes, it all sounds like a pipe dream, 
doesn’t it? Maybe it is. But The World’s Greatest Theme Park is also a pipe 
dream, and I’d rather chase my pipe-dream utopia than build the Cycle of Poor 
at The World’s Never-Quite-Great-Enough Theme Park. 


And besides, | can boot up RollerGoaster Tycoon whenever | want. 
The End 


written by: forrest 


[12] Lyrics from Curve’s song “Fait accompli” off their 1992 album Doppelganger; “Every day there is some kind of darkness 
that just won't go away no matter how hard I try. It crawls into your system while your guard is down, becomes the ball that 
you drag around ...” 
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“Neophile, a term popularized by cult writer 
Robert Anton Wilson, is a personality type 
characterized by a strong affinity for novelty.” 


n the earliest years of the 2000s I was playing Guilty Gear X in hi-def, years before HDTVs were commonly available. | 

was playing games with a keyboard and mouse on my Dreamcast. I was talking to video-game characters and they were 
answering me back. My lifetime quest to dig into the weirdest and most original corners of the gaming market had come to 
fruition. The quest started when I was much younger, several console generations before. 


For one Christmas early in my life, my parents got me the U-Force controller for the original NES. After excitedly ripping 
open the packaging, hooking it up to my NES, and putting Punch-Out in the cartridge slot, 1 was met with immediate 
disappointment. Thinking back as an adult, it must have been on sale that year, because we were definitely not a rich 
household and also because, flatly, it did not work. It was supposed to use infra-red detectors to sense movement inside its 
clamshell-like surface and translate them into button inputs. It actually worked less than one time out of ten no matter 
what flailing gesticulations I put out. My dream of playing Punch-Out by actually physically punching would not be realized 
until the release of Wii sports a decade and a half later. But that desire to experience games in new ways was still burning 
within. 


My taste in gaming has always drifted to experiences that offered 
something unavailable anywhere else: Fez, Braid, Antichamber, 
Miegakure, Hyper Light Drifter, The Witness, Ikaruga. If a game 
offers a mechanic or compelling art style that separates it from its 
contemporaries | can’t help but feel intrigued and compelled to 
sample. 


This extended to peripherals as well. Even after getting burned by 
the U-Force, I felt the need to explore new frontiers in video- 
gaming technology. This was easier in the early 2000s at which 
time I had access to both a decent PC and cheap console 
accessories due to the death of the Dreamcast. While I missed out 
on the wonderful experiments of the GameCube era, including the 
Game Boy Player, the GC-to-GBA adapter and the dozens of games 
that supported it, I did own the Dreamcast keyboard, Seaman 
microphone and VGA box. 
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definition resotution of 640x480# 


he Dreamcast keyboard (and mouse!) was used in two big areas, one was the nascent online features and web browser of 

the system and also primarily for the game the Typing of the Dead. This was a conversion of the lightgun arcade game 
House of the Dead 2 where instead of shooting various zombies and monstrosities you would type a short word or phrase 
that appeared above the enemy’s head. Even the player avatars in the game sport a polygonal Dreamcast backpack and 
keyboard attachment. A truly strange choice to be translated from Japanese and released in the US that required a 
peripheral that very few people owned. 


=e = ei<,, ey? 
I also owned a Dreamcast VGA box. This allowed the Sate 4 pu, YF a3 
console to output to a computer monitor in the 4 & gt 
outrageously high definition resolution of 640x480 
in supported games. A surprising number of games 
work with the VGA box and offer much more crisp 
graphics. Assuming you have an older CRT or early- 
gen 4:3 ratio LCD screen, you too can enjoy an early ig j 
version of semi-hi-def gaming. an 
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Another peripheral I had came bundled with the game Seaman. This included a microphone fitted into the top slot of the 
Dreamcast controller, right next to the memory card. It was the first time in my life where voice recognition actually 
worked. After raising a Seaman from an egg, through the tadpole stage into the ‘adult’ seaman stage where they feed on 
one another to grow larger, you can begin chatting with them and answering questions that they pose to you. I vividly 
remember telling the human-faced fish Seaman my birth month and having him immediately and correctly repeat it back 
to me. This running on a Dreamcast blew my mind. Voice recognition in games is still an infrequently-seen feature and 
more often than not it leads to disaster for the resulting game. Seaman, with its limited scope and strange focus, worked 
so well that it still stands out today. 


I had a small audience of roommates and friends for my regular forays into Seaman. You had to keep the tank oxygenated, 
clean and at the right temperature. You also had to have regular conversations with the weird little fish guys for them to 
grow into their next phase of evolution. But no one ever wanted to try their own hand at raising a Seaman. 
Something about the fruits of this tree being too ephemeral and weird that may have put off the college 
onlookers, as they had both GoldenEye deathmatches to play and sexual partners to attract, both of which 
would elude me for some time. Oddly enough, I never found anyone else as interested in these types of weird- 
Japanese-gaming experiments as I was. 
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he Dreamcast was also home to another technological innovation, albeit one not intended by its creators. The 
discovery of a vulnerability in how the DC handled karaoke music CD’s led to the eventual ability of pirated 
games to be burned to CD and played on the console. This inevitably led 
to widespread circulation of games online and contributed to the 
abandonment of the platform by developers altogether. 


However, being a young nerd on the internet with a halfway-decent PC 
and no budget to buy games, I just had to try a few of the homebrew and 
illicit gaming experiences floating out there on the net. I found various 
emulators for the Dreamcast, including NES and SNES ones that worked 
surprisingly well for the limited hardware of the era. I also found Beats of 
Rage, a homebrew game and software framework for making side- 
scrolling beat-‘em-up games that came with several different games 
included. One was an SNK sprite rip beat ‘em up and another memorable 
one was outfitted in Mega Man graphics. But the one illicit gaming 
pleasure I was eager to try was touted as a truly next-gen experience if 
you had the VGA box, sporting sprites that had been drawn natively in 
high definition, was Guilty Gear X. 


Guilty Gear X is a fighting game featuring 
superpowered anime individuals (called “gears” in the 
game) that added quite a few new twists to the genre. 
First and foremost, there were the instant kill moves. If 
you landed them, the round was automatically won in 
your favor. These typically came with elaborate 
cutscene animation and a huge text banner reading 
DESTROYED on the screen. The other differences from 
your typical Capcom fighting game included air dashes, 
bursts, dust moves that allowed aerial combos, and 
roman cancels that gave some combo customization 
options for your character. 


Thad te try sat Guilty Gear X, 
despite never swing it. 


I loved fighting games on the DC, having MvC2, SNK vs Capcom, and SFIII: Third Strike. I still regret not buying 
Garou: Mark of the Wolves from that GameStop in the mall. I downloaded the Guilty Gear ISO, probably from some 
sketchy warez site or waiting days while the file trickled in from a chatroom in mIRC. I burned the CD at a limited 2x 
speed to minimize errors on the final disk; and then I popped open the Dreamcast lid, snapped that baby in, and was 
greeted with some of the most wizard hand-drawn sprites I had ever seen in my life. 
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played GGX and loved it. The crazy characters, the visuals, the wild array of moves. I found guides online and 

, performed all of the characters’ instant kill moves. My favorite was Faust dropping an atomic bomb on his opponent 
and popping out of a fallout shelter afterwards. I never could find anyone willing to try out this insane game with me, 

though. The barriers to entry were too high, my revelation remained confined to myself. 


I never was good at fighting games. I love them, but I was — and still am — trash. The biggest reason I never got 
(any good was that I didn’t have any friends who were into fighting games to sharpen my skills against. I only ever 
fought my constant companion the CPU, and as we all know the computer is a cheating bastard. That said, I was 
able to get to the last boss, Justice, in Guilty Gear X. Once or twice I was able to beat her, but only 
on the easiest difficulty; not so with Street Fighter III: Third Strike; not so with any game by SNK; 4 i 


not so with Typing of the Dead. \ Pa 
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I think my love of the abstruse is inherently alienating. While the Guilty Gear series is -— . 4 : 
¥ 


x: » Fi _ currently having a renaissance due to Strive, I don’t really want to make the hipster ‘% 
z 
Y 


claim that I was into it before it was cool. I feel completely confident that I’ve never bedn cool. 


worth it to mine these experiences from the rough ground of 
— the bleeding edge of the new? 


; ~ I never tried for popularity and never achieved it; I always wanted something new. But so long without 
ip : anyone but internet strangers to share my triumphs with, dwindling time resources and the 
ey = increasing demands of adult life resulted in my time to dredge the ever-expanding field of electronic 


4 
a > entertainment slowly coming to a close. But as I stopped pursuing the newest and most original 
ty 


experiences, I miraculously found that the number of real-life people I had to share with grew. Most people 
still really didn’t care about most of the weird shit I enjoy, but finally feeling the love and friendship of my 
peers was, in my opinion, worth skipping a console generation or two. 


Besives, after a console generation is over, you Can get all thase new 
experiences far cheag. 
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avid twisted the doorknob so delicately that one would think him a ghost on the greatest haunt of his unlife and 

- leaving no ectoplasm[1] behind - nudged the door with maximum softness to avoid its creak-point. He 
mentally cursed his lack of proper diet and exercise as he slid his pudgy body through the small gap between the frame and 
the door while telling himself that he was only slightly heavier than the average American,[2] and this exorcized the constant 
nag of exercise. Upon crossing the event horizon of the bedroom, he kept the doorknob at full twist to avoid the click of the 
bolt as he shut the door behind him. He decided to skip his nighttime routine - which he had skipped for months now - and 
crept through total darkness with mouselike meekness and, picturing the bedroom in his mousy mind’s eye, navigated 
around the dresser and the laundry basket and the bookshelf as he made his way to the bed. He then slipped quietly under 
the covers so as to not disturb Briar Rose Blair,[3] who slept beauty on her side. David performed this routine every night for 
his own sake, because if Blair awoke to find her husband of six years coming to bed only four hours before work on a 
Thursday, her teeth would drip venom like that of an adder intent on swallowing the mouse whole. 


It was Autumn of the third year 
of the third millennium.[4] David 


had been performing these a pee , 
mousy maneuvers on Blair for q ‘ee? i # Hae 
eight months now, coinciding , y oem? eS a ae ; if E 
with the purchase of a pre- tiki s iat 


owned video-game console now 
wired into the transparent 

Secureview cathode-ray tube[5] 
so selfishly hogged in the corner 


THIS ARTICLE MAKES EXTENSIVE USE OF FOOTNOTES TO NOT ONLY 
PROVIDE BACKGROUND ON THE STORY'S MANY EARLY-2000S 
RN REFERENCES BLT ALSO TO SHARE THE WRITER'S THOLIGHTS AND 
Selo CRC PERSONAL ANECDOTES ON THOSE REFERENCES. IT IS NOT 
MeONCES eee CEE NECESSARY TO READ THE FOOTNOTES TO UNDERSTAND THE STORY, 
came home with the Sega BUT THIS PIECE WAS WRITTEN WITH READING-THE-FOOTNOTES IN MIND, 
Dreamcast[6] and told Blair to AND, AS SUCH, WE THINK YOU/LL ENJOY THEM. THE NUMBERED 
get back on the pill[7] and FOOTNOTES ARE ALWAYS ON THE RIGHT PAGE SIDE-BY-SIDE WITH THE 
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his new office with an enthusiasm rarely seen on his mousy face; this was despite having no domestic 
clerical work to speak of. 
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[1] “Ectoplasm” is a fictitious substance often cited in computer games as residue from ghosts or spiritual somethings. Ectoplasm is 
typically dropped as spoils when defeating supernatural beings, and used for crafting or sold outright to an NPC-vendor. The word originally 
referred to the viscous layer around the cytoplasm in amoeboid cells, but has since been co-opted by psychic mediums as supernatural- 
stuff. Helen Duncan, a psychic medium popular in the 1920s, conducted seances in which she proclaimed legitimacy by spitting ectoplasm 
from her mouth; the “ectoplasm” was actually an elaborate cloth construction. 


[2] Americans are fat and our diets are awful, and considering this is so ubiquitous: I’m not sure that I need a source on this one, but for the 
sake of thoroughness: “Results from the 1999-2002 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), using measured heights 
and weights, indicate that an estimated 65 percent of U.S. adults are either overweight or obese.” 


[3] This is me trying to be clever. Blair’s name is not “Briar Rose Blair.” In the 1959 Disney film Sleeping Beauty, the titular sleeping beauty 
is renamed by faeries from “Aurora” to “Briar Rose” in order to hide her identity from the wicked Maleficent. 


[4] This is a long winded way of saying, “August 2003.” I don’t like putting actual numbers in formal writing - this is a weird hang-up of 
mine; probably not a good thing. (I am starting to get over this, see: the RollerCoaster Tycoon essay which was written after this one.) 


[5] The RCA Secureview 13” Color TV Model Si8801CL CRT television sets were manufactured by RCA (originally the Radio Corporation of 

America) for use in prisons. They are entirely see-through so that prison inmates can’t hide drugs or weapons within the TV’s guts. Most 

units have a prison cell number and block number engraved on the chassis. They are sold as collectors items now, but some made their 

rounds through gaming communities during the early 2000s. Although they look very cool, these sets aren’t great for playing video games; 

they only have a coaxial connection and this results in poor colors, increased input lag, and a phenomenon that I dub “CRT sparklies” which 

are warbling lines and microdots in the image. Fs | Tid ] 
Y | 


[6] The Dreamcast was like a colorful firework erupting in the night sky during 
an off-month when there were no celebrations to be had: fleeting, ephemeral, 
dream-like, all-that-jazz. It was released in Japan on November 27, 1998, in 
North America on September 9, 1999, and in the EU on October 14, 1999. Due 
to poor adoption and low sales, production of the Dreamcast was discontinued 
roughly two years later on March 31, 2001. This is all right here on Wikipedia. 
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[7] In the summer of 1957, Margaret Sanger and Gregory Pincus sought FDA approval for the first oral contraceptive dubbed “Enovid.” The 
FDA approved the use of Enovid for “treatment of severe menstrual disorders” and required the label to carry the warning: “Enovid will 
prevent ovulation.” By late 1959, half-a-million women were taking Enovid as a contraceptive. After extensive trials, in 1960, the FDA 
approved Enovid as a birth control pill. And by 1965, “the pill” was the most popular form of birth control in the United States. Enovid 
contained far more hormones than necessary to prevent pregnancy; 10,000 micrograms of progestin and 150 micrograms of estrogen, 
which carried with it high risk of cardiac arrest and stroke. It took researchers more than a decade to recognize the side effects and even 
longer to learn that lower doses were just as effective for preventing pregnancy; this did not help the women whose hearts had already 
exploded, however. Blair, being a thirty-year-old woman living in 2003, uses a Progestogen-only pill - also known as a “POP” or “mini pill.” 
David, in his boundless aloofness, does not know the brand that his wife uses, but this omniscient narrator does: Cerzette. 
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he Dreamcast was Bill’s idea, David’s friend from work: “hey man — you should check out this game, it's called 

Phantasy Star Online and it’s on the Dreamcast and we can play together through a dial-up connection and it’s, 

like, the future of gaming!” David took Bill up on this offer of digital dalliance and, ever since, has been 

transported to the alien planet of Ragol every afternoon from the comfort of his own cave zone.[8] From the 
moment David got home from his job as a debt collector, he would sit in front of Ragol’s dreamy glow until those hazy 
hours when darkness and daylight blend together. He would play Phantasy Star Online with Bill - who just started 
listening to psychedelic rock, bought himself a nice pair of circular glasses, and suddenly preferred to be called 
“William” [9] - drink beer and sometimes call William on the phone after long play-sessions only to yell 
“Whassup!”[10] before hanging up, which made for a good laugh the next day at work. 


To Blair, the Dreamcast was an obsession that consumed her husband’s entire being; David stopped spending time 
with her; he stopped falling asleep with her; he stopped being intimate with her; he stopped cleaning up after himself; 
he stopped taking out the trash; he stopped feeding the cats; he would forget to pay the bills; he would forget to 
clean the litter box; he would forget to take showers, comb his hair, brush his teeth; he would forget to change his 
underwear for weeks on end; and his office became a garbage island overflowing with half-eaten food and crusty 
tissues that Blair was afraid to ask the origins of because deep down she already knew the answer. 


To Blair, David loved the Dreamcast more than he loved her. 


To David, the Dreamcast was, “Blair-Bear, I’ve been working a job I hate all day to provide for us, don’t I deserve to 
have some fun when I get home? And besides, you watch TV all day — how is that any different?” And Blair-Bear 
would retort, “Am I not any fun?” But this would only sour David’s mood, “Stop gaslighting me; I didn't say that - 
you are so controlling sometimes!” And after a tense moment of silence and fidgeting, David would caveat, “We can 
watch TV or something tomorrow, I promise.” Then he would shuffle away to his office and shut the door slightly 
louder than normal as if relaying some sort of hint. 


But this promise was never fulfilled. Blair was left watching new episodes of Friends on NBC alone[1i] while David was 
exclaiming, laughing, and making beer runs to the kitchen between gaming sessions. David was having the time of his 
life while Blair was just kind of there in the background. These moments of noisy solitude only amplified Blair’s 
despair and her thoughts would drift; she considered the man just a room over; she considered the time they made 
love on the couch while 10 Things I Hate About You[12] played in the background, and she considered how that same 
man now only makes love to his hand and wipes himself down with tissues and leaves those tissues on the office floor 
then immediately handles his controller with those same barely-cleaned-sperm-hands; she considered how the 
Dreamcast controller had seen more action than she had in over eight months; and that, if she were not on the pill, 
she could likely get pregnant simply by touching the thing; but most importantly, she considered the fact that she 
was not attracted to David anymore; she was just spiteful and ashamed to be less interesting than pixels on a screen 
but too afraid to vocalize these truths as the resulting meltdown would utterly change her life and be too much to 
bear. 
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[8] “Cave Zone” is a song released by Robert Pollard on his 2009 solo record, “The Crawling Distance.” It’s a standard two- 
chord rock number with a repeated verse of “cave zone, someone take me home to my cave zone.” The Michigan Daily got it 
right when they wrote, “By the end of the song, all that is clear is that Pollard immensely enjoys yelling the words, ‘cave 
zone.'” “Cave Zone” is very much about “man caves” and wanting to be alone. It is said that all men need a “cave zone,” but 
there’s no science proving this out and it’s likely just a bullshit justification for the endless pursuit of juvenile interests and 
mid-life crises. The song itself was released years after the setting of this story, but nonetheless, it inspired the use of the 
phrase and, despite its repetitiveness: I quite like the song, Michigan Daily be damned. 


[9] This is a jab at myself. I often wear John Lennon-style circular glasses and have been listening to a lot of psychedelic 
pop-rock lately; although, not of the 60s-variety, but of the Robyn Hitchcock variety; the song “One Long Pair of Eyes” is 
nice and poignant if you want a starting point. This footnote may seem gratuitous, self-indulgent, entirely unnecessary, and 
maybe even a little look-how-cool-and-varied-my-music-tastes-are; and while that’s partially true, it primarily serves to 
document the music that influenced me while writing this piece. Primarily Robyn Hitchcock, but also Momus - and 
Deerhunter. 


[10] ‘Whassup?’ was a commercial campaign for Budweiser beer that aired from 1999 to 2002. The first commercial aired 
during Monday Night Football on December 20, 1999. ‘Whassup?’ was a mind-virus in the early 2000s, with kids imitating 
the famous beer-inspired phrase ad nauseam - even I was infected, and the sickness was never cured because I find myself 
repeating this phrase every once in a blue moon. Considering their willingness to target and infect children with beer 
propaganda, ‘Whassup?’ goes to show that American beer companies know no shame and that America’s beer culture was, 
and continues to be, completely unhinged. Note that David and Bill only drink Bud. 


[11] The ninth season of the American sitcom Friends aired on 
NBC from September 26, 2002, to May 15, 2003. I was more of a 
Seinfeld person, although I can appreciate the nostalgia induced 
by Rachel, Monica, Phoebe, Joey, Chandler, and Ross’s very first- 
world problems. My sister used to play Friends VHS tapes on 
repeat when going to bed; when I was a kid, I would sometimes 
get scared at night and sneak off to her bedroom, as the presence 
of another person helped me sleep; Friends was often playing on 
those nights. I especially remember the two-parter in which Ross 
and a woman from the UK get married - or something. Maybe my 
sister had only a few tapes to choose from, or picked favorites to 
fall asleep too. 


[12] 10 Things I Hate About You is a romantic comedy targeted 
toward the teen demographic. In essence, it’s William 
Shakespeare’s “The Taming of the Shrew” retold with a ‘90s high 
school backdrop. It features a young Heath Ledger as leading man 
and Julia Stiles as “the shrew” to be “tamed.” But who’s really 
being tamed? That’s the gist. It’s a charming film full of witty 
dialog, excellent performances, and great music. Also another of 
my sister’s favorite VHS tapes to play when falling asleep. 
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“The afterimages of beam sabers and fire magic 
burned upon his retinas like the user interface 
burned upon the phosphor of his television set." 


n the darkness of the bedroom, David could see the alien life of Ragol moving 
about as if locked in battle with his own eyeball floaters. [13] The afterimages of 
beam sabers and fire magic burned upon his retinas like the user interface burned 
"upon the phosphor of his television set. He lay bedbound for over an hour, unable to 
sleep, thinking about the Dragon he had slain on Ultimate difficulty for the thirtieth time and how it failed to drop the 
Heavenly/TP[14] module - again. He started to hear blackbirds chirping and noticed a dim glow break through the top of 
the blackout curtains on the window perpendicular to the bed. He felt his back drenched in sweat, as the air conditioning 
unit was acting up and he had not yet called the repairman as the phone line was always tied up transferring bytes of 
Phantasy Star Online back and forth from his modest three-bedroom home to Sega’s data centers. He could feel his 
bladder welling up with beer and, as to dam the flow, crossed his legs and turned on his side, but he must have turned too 
hard because the next thing he heard ran a shiver down his spine resulting in a new yellow stain on his weeks-old 
underwear. 


“David — what time is it?" 


David pretended to be asleep, but Blair was keen on his tricks; she had been fooled by this before. “I know you’re up.” She 
turned to the green glow of the digital clock on her bedside table and her eyes rolled like bowling balls into the back of her 


2K bh po 
“Ws food you have work in two hors 4 
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David turned to the sound of Blair’s voice and contrived the most groggy of whispers: “I just woke up, Blair-Bear. I hada 
bad dream.” Blair-Bear only grunted and closed her eyes. David was unsure if his lie penetrated her sleepy judgment, but 
he did see this as the perfect opportunity to relieve himself so he tiptoed to the bathroom and, overestimating his aim in 
the dark, urinated all over the toilet seat before returning to bed. 


After David counted forty-eight chirps of a blackbird, Morpheus[15] finally took him. 
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[13] Eyeball floaters are strands, clouds, or dots in vision 
that float one layer removed from perceived reality. The 
scientific explanation for eyeball-floaters is that they are 
caused by changes or deterioration in the vitreous jelly 
attached to the retina of the eye; it follows that eyeball 
floaters become more common as one ages. 


[14] Phantasy Star Online has multiple difficulty levels: 
Normal, Hard, Very Hard, and Ultimate. On top of the 
enemies dealing more damage and being harder to kill, 
each difficulty has a specific level requirement and 
entirely new item drop table. The Heavenly/TP 

module has a 1/40 chance of dropping from the first 
boss (“Dragon”) on Ultimate. The module boosts TP 

by 100 and is useful for Force-type characters who 
require TP to use TECHs (magic) as their primary form of 
damage. Considering David has defeated the Dragon on 
Ultimate 30 times now, he is statistically about 10 
attempts away from getting his Heavenly/TP module. 


[15] Morpheus is a god associated with sleep and dreams in 
Greco-Roman mythology. Morpheus is mentioned only 
once in the Roman poet Ovid’s Metamorphoses, an epic 
poem written in 8 CE. This means that Neil Gaiman has 
done more for the character, with his graphic novel series 
The Sandman, than any Greco-Roman poet. 


*The featured artwork of Morpheus from Neil Gaiman’s series The Sandman was drawn by a fan of the series named Luk Frese. Per Luk, “i did this for a friend, who is an absolute fan, as a birthday present many 
years ago... i printed and framed it for him, later i put it on my website portfolio ... from there it went all over the web ;)” The source for this is from Neil Gaiman himself, who asked on Twitter, “who drew this?” 
And Luk responded verbatim on 2/27/2020. =1 
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HARACTER CREATION 


written by: forrest 


avid dreamed of the dragon, the serpent, and the robot. He dreamed of the planet Ragol with its verdant 
forests, volcanic caves, mines of scattered light, and ruins of gloom. He dreamed of the salty beaches of Gal 
Da Val and the virtual reality of facsimilized spaceships and temples with skyboxes within skyboxes and dreams within 
dreams. 


He dreamed of Phantasy Star Online. 


David dreamed of his first time turning on the Dreamcast; the bouncy- 
ball and the swirl. He dreamed of the full-motion-video introduction of ~ 
Phantasy Star Online, amazed by the graphical fidelity of it all: the 
planet Ragol fading into view, the eclipse of shadow both literal and 
metaphorical, the warp sigil that flashed in the void of space like a 
summoning circle conjuring starships. The mystery hooked him from 
the beginning: the vanished refugees, the principal’s missing daughter 
the lush planet inhabited by mutated-bipedal-landsharks and 
oversized-birds-of-gold and bee-spitting-testicle-pitchers and 
digital-death-dragons and centipede-skull-serpents and very-out-of-. _ 
control-robots. And despite IGN’s official review proclaiming Phantasy 
Star Online’s story as “meager” and “non-existent,” [16] the intrigue 
was more-than-enough to consume David’s burgeoning gamer brain, 
which had only witnessed Madden and Mario until this point. 


David dreamed of character creation. The FOnewm[17] class immediately caught 
wwhis eye; to David, they appeared as magical techno elves from the future: default 
with brown hair, oversized plaid berets, dapper jackets that poofed bell-bottom 
at the coattails, and high-heels that belied their short stature. David was not the 
most creative sort, so he adjusted the character to look as close to himself as 
== possible. He changed the elf’s hairstyle to long and blonde with a part down 
the middle because Blair had always said that one of the reasons she was 
attracted to him was because he looked like Kurt Cobain[18] with a mouse for a 
mother and, remembering the poster of Nirvana that Blair had tacked up in her 
i | (old room at her parents' house - the one with Kurt wearing large sunglasses 
i}! and a trapper hat - he made sure to add permanent dark sunglasses as a 
finishing touch. He then adjusted the elf’s clothing to his favorite color - 
‘w green. As unimaginative as David may have been, he was under no illusions 
about the girth of his waist and adjusted the elf to match his rotund figure. 
The end result was that of a portly elf with vibrant but very-greasy- 
' looking yellow hair and a perpetual smirk as if pretending to have something 


' DAVID very clever to say but really being empty inside and hiding it all 
DAVID" 


behind a pair of cheap dollar store sunnies. 
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[16] This is a sneaky way of inserting review content into a 
piece that is very much not geared toward review content. 
“The story behind Phantasy Star Online is shockingly non- 
existent ... If Sonic Team had to give us a meager story for 
Phantasy Star Online, you know they had to balance it out 
with a wealth of gameplay.” 


Amazing 
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[17] Classes in PSO are split between three main categories: 
Hunters, Rangers, and Forces. Hunters are physical close- 
range fighters specializing in swords, spears, and daggers; 
Rangers are long-range attackers who use all manner of 
artillery; and Forces are magic casters who specialize in 
wands, rods, and magic of all the standard computer game 
elements (fire, ice, thunder, etc). Among the three 
categories, there are multiple choices with strengths and 
weaknesses corresponding to what one might consider 
“race”; Humans are, as you might guess, human; CASTs are 
robot-people; and Newmans are elves (if we had to relate it 
to Tolkienisms). 


[18] Kurt Cobain is the lead singer of Nirvana. A handsome 
blonde youth who looked as if he always needed a shower in 
the most gorgeous way possible. He was at the forefront of 
the “grunge” rock subgenre whether he liked it or not - and 
he didn’t like it; he committed suicide by gunshot at the age 
of 27. Nirvana is one of the most popular bands of all time; 
to say that Kurt’s suicide propelled this popularity would be 
unfair, as Kurt Cobain - while not classically trained in 
guitar or singing by any means - had a natural ear for 
melody and could throw a hook easier than Mike Tyson. My 
favorite song by Nirvana is “About a Girl.” 


SS 
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avid’s dream continued in linear sequence. He logged 

into the online lobby and spoke to the space-nurse E 
receptionist at the blurry counter. The nurse gave him two options: = 
“Create Team” or “Join Team,” and he selected the second option 
then pulled out the coffee-stained notecard William had given him 
at work the day prior, which had the group name - “Debt Collectors 
Inc” — and the password - “password” - written in barely legible 
handwriting. He pressed the red A-button on the white-hulking- 
mass and the screen went black for a moment before the electron 


| 


guns in the ray tube fired tunnels of color as the game loaded the polygonal planet that was to become David’s new home. 
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<" The dream flashed memories of both Phantasy Star Online and Briar 


Rose Blair like a child’s kineograph[19] at twenty-times speed. It started 
in the lush forests of Ragol, where David was slaughtered by Boomas[20] 
while learning to control his character and where — using a well-timed 
zonde[21] — he landed the finishing blow on his first Dragon and heard 
the dopamine-releasing jingle when that same dragon dropped a rare 
item, and that jingle felt better than any orgasm he had experienced 
since marriage. The dream then shifted to Blair and David’s first date at 
a faux-sixties diner. Blair was wearing a baroque dress with band 
patches sewn all over it: Bauhaus, Clan of Xymox, Alien Sex Fiend, 
Nirvana, Joy Division, and The Cure. She insisted that she was not-like- 
the-other-girls. David told her, between sucking milkshake through a 
shared straw, that she was his Athena and that he would never fall in 
love with another girl and that they would be together forever and that 
she was the prettiest-girl-in-the-world in a spooky-death-princess 
sort-of-way. And then the vision faded once more. After flipping many 
switches and unlocking many doors and vanquishing many monsters, 
David found himself in the Ruins of Dark Falz[22]. The difficulty 
increased and he was forced to learn to become like a cannon made of 
glass by firing magic from a distance while William’s big-blade-wielding 
robot slashed through shadowy legions commanded by Chaos Sorcerer 
generals flanked by Dimenian foot soldiers.[23] And this section of 
David’s dream excited him very much. 


[20] Boomas are monstrous bipedal shrews or bears 
or moles or something with long arms and sharp 
claws. Their eyes glow red and demonic. They 
bumble toward you in packs and can easily 
surround new players. They recover quickly from 
attacks so they function as a teacher of sorts - 
teaching new players how to time their attacks 
properly. Killing a Booma is a Phantasy Star Online 
initiation ritual that all hunters must complete if 
they wish to progress. 


[22] The Ruins is the final stage of Episode 1 in 
Phantasy Star Online. It’s damp and dark with only 
some glowy pillars and pathways to light the way. 
Monsters found in the ruins have a more demonic 
aesthetic than those found outside of the Ruins. 
Monsters found outside the Ruins appear to be 
corrupted wildlife while the monsters in the Ruins 
appear like the corrupters of that wildlife. The boss 
of the Ruins is Dark Falz, who happens to be the 
main antagonist of the entire Phantasy Star series 
going as far back as Phantasy Star for Master 
System. Dark Falz is an avatar of The Profound 
Darkness, a primeval force within the Phantasy 
Star universe. 
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[19] “Kineograph” is just a fancy word for “flip-book,” 
like something you used to make in grade school - or, 
at least, like something I used to make in grade 
school. A flip-book typically refers to a sequence of 
images drawn on different pieces of paper glued or 
stapled together in sequence; when flipped at the 
edge, the image comes alive. It’s a simple form of 
animation, but this simplicity is the root of literally all 
animation; image after image after image after image, 
etc. 


[21] Zonde is the tier 1 thunder TECH in Phantasy Star 
Online. Like the Megaten (Shin Megami Tensei) series; 
Sega was not satisfied with naming their magic 
conventional names; instead we have: Zonde for 
thunder, Foie for fire, Barta for ice, Resta for healing, 
Grants for light, and Megid for dark. 
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[23] Chaos Sorcerers are robed wizards that levitate 
about the Ruins of Ragol. They drop the mystical 
Psycho Wand - but only on Very Hard. They carry a 
staff of pure plasma and are usually surrounded by 
Dimenians which are similar to the bumbling Booma 
but with plasma swords for arms and exposed teeth- 
like rib cages. 
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he dream showed David as a snake eating its bottom half, 

repeating the same missions to earn money for more items 

and more techniques and more weapons and more jingles. 
Only minutes passed in dream-time, but in reality: it took David over 
two-hundred hours of game-time, two-months of real-time, and 
three-hundred cans of beer to complete Phantasy Star Online on 
Normal difficulty. And when David finally vanquished the evil that 
befell Ragol, he learned that his adventure was not yet over; bigger 
numbers, stronger weapons, and even-more-potent dopamine jingles 
were calling to him on Hard and Very Hard and Ultimate modes. And 
David didn’t want William getting further than him otherwise he would never hear the end of it at work and, although 
David claimed to be nonplussed by competition, the digital maze that was Phantasy Star Online brought something primal 
out of him, like that of a mouse trapped in a cheese maze with only one other mouse and the maze had a clearly visible exit 
sign that flashed just-turn-the-game-off but David would never turn the game off because there was just-something- 
about-that-jingle. 


Sega had opened Pandora’s box by releasing the first online 
console role-playing game,[24] and inside the box was a 
mischievous little kid pressing all the buttons in the brainstem 
elevator. The dream knew this but David did not. 


The dream zoomed out to Blair, who sat lonely on the living-room 
two-person couch while the afternoon soaps[25] dulled her senses 
and David’s neglect murdered the smile on her face. She became 
addicted to the skunk[26] weed that she purchased from the 
foreign man who lived across the street; she believed his name 
was “Gerard” or “Jared” or something, and he was tan and exotic 
and single; she thought about him sometimes while alone in bed 
when David was mashing away at his buttons, but she was loyal 
and would never betray David’s trust; but at the same time, she 
thought David may have been betraying her own trust with the 
Dreamcast and this thought eased the guilty byproduct of her 
fiddly-digit fantasies. 


David's dream was simultaneously straightforward and cryptic and vivid and 
lurid and awful. Morpheus was showing David something important — a 
portent; but David only saw the polygonal beauty of Phantasy Star Online. 
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[24] Phantasy Star Online was the first console MMORPG (massive multiplayer online role-playing game). MMORPGs existed before 
this, but the genre was reserved for PC gaming until PSO released in December 2000. And although the Jaguar was the first console 
that supported ‘online’ play - you could direct dial and play games with a modem attachment - it wasn’t until 1999 with the release 

of the Dreamcast that any video game console had legitimate online play baked in that wasn’t a pain to configure; players plugged a 

telephone jack into the back of the console and dialed in, which would - like making an outbound call - clog the phone line and make 

receiving calls on that line impossible. If someone happened to call a line that was connected to the internet, they’d only hear a busy 
signal. 


[25] Soap operas exist in a dimension three levels removed from normal television programming. A lot of people watch soap operas, 
but almost no one admits to it. There is an intricate web of romantic dalliances, crimes of passion, white-collar criminality, and 
borderline-incestuous-and-maybe-supernatural-and-definitely-extramarital love affairs going on in soap operas that rival the likes 
of The X-Files, Lost, Law and Order, Sex and the City, and even Twin Peaks. That’s right: there are Lynchian levels of weird shit 
going on in soap operas every Monday through Friday between the times of 12pm and 3pm. There are two types of people who watch 
soap operas: 1) the person who enjoys the drama and compares the characters’ antics to their own lives, trying to find solace in the 
thought, “Hey, my life isn’t so bad - see?” and 2) the person who imagines themselves in Sarah or John’s shoes as they engage in 
sketchy-sex-stuff, such as sleeping with their step-sister or “accidentally” sleeping with their own mom/dad. Many boring 
marriages were saved by the sexual misadventures of Sarah and John fooling around behind their lovers’ backs on the cathode-ray 
tube while the kids were on the seesaws at the schoolyard, vicariously. Blair watched the following soaps in 2003: The Young and the 
Restless, The Bold and the Beautiful, General Hospital, Days of Our Lives, All My Children, One Life to Live, As the World Turns, 
Guiding Light, and Passions. (All of them, this was all of them; she watched all of them.) 


[26] “Skunk weed” is the colloquial street name for a number of very potent and very pungent strains of marijuana; hybrids of sativa 
and indica; known for their high THC content. Skunk strains typically contain 60% sativa and 40% indica, which produces a full-body 
high and only a light head high. Side note: Smoking weed makes me think about that one time in high school when I threw a rock ata 
passing car, causing it to skid into a stop sign, and how I was never caught for doing so; and how the police might still be looking for 
the culprit and could be zeroing in on my home address any minute now and then I start thinking about ways to leave this earth. It 
goes without saying: I don’t smoke weed anymore. Well, that’s a lie: I’ve smoked since then; a puff here and there. Last time | 
smoked I started thinking about how much of a fraud Iam and how I can’t write and how my entire life is a luck-out and how one day 
someone is going to pull the plug on it all and, well, I just don’t like smoking weed that much. I’m not good for it. 
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orpheus, becoming impatient with David’s lack of revelatory comprehension, decided to 
show David his ragnarok[27] and his archnemesis: xXMetaMarkXx; also known as: Meta or 
MetaMark or simply Mark. William met MetaMark on the online forum “pso-world.com”[28] and they 
became close friends. MetaMark - in William’s estimation - was a Phantasy Star Online prodigy; he had 
three max level[29] characters and was working on a fourth, and his main[30] was a FOnewm just like 
David’s. Mark knew nearly everything about the game and was not shy about it. He was callous and curt and 
condescending, and no one knew his real age because he would abruptly log out whenever someone asked 
him. 


The dream recounted the events of David’s psychic ragnarok: the first time he played with MetaMark; David 
rushed into the Ruins and immediately used a thunder spell on a floating-jellyfish-with-claws, [31] but the 
abomination was immune to thunder and wrapped itself around David and sucked him to death. MetaMark 
could have revived David but, instead, just walked up to David’s corpse and typed three letters, “LOL.” 
David’s eyes burned with liquid embarrassment and his stomach dropped like an elevator with its cord cut 
by a cartoon villain. When David respawned[32] in the city, he was met with a supercilious volley of hateful 
text signed xXMetaMarkXx; and William, who was sitting in front of his television screen watching this 
scene unfold, said nothing, as if he were a bystander casually watching an innocent man being beaten and 
robbed, too afraid to intervene lest he become the next target but too full of curious bloodlust to turn 
away. 
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[27] In Norse mythology, Ragnarok is the prophesied burning of the worlds in which many Norse gods perish. After the world is 
burned, sunken underwater, and entirely cleansed, two human survivors - Lif and Lifthrasir - repopulate the world. Ragnarok is 
similar to Biblical revelation in that it’s a great catastrophe that brings about some sort of change - be that positive or negative. 
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[28] pso-world.com is a Phantasy Star fansite that has existed since at least January 2001 if we go 
by the earliest forum post titled “Article: Community Center Officially Under Development!” which 
was posted on January 8th, 2001. The website covers every Phantasy Star game and contains 
guides, drop tables, concept art, forums, and much more. I’ve had a few accounts on the site; my 
earliest account was created on Dec 31, 2009, under the username “wintermute0“; the origin of the 
name is from the novel Neuromancer, where Wintermute is an artificial intelligence and central 
character of the novel. I read Neuromancer at least six times in high school; I thought it was the 
coolest thing in the world, not only because it spawned the cyberpunk genre (and I was a massive 
contrarian that always needed to read “the first thing” so I could brag about it) but because it’s just 
so well written: “The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel.” I used 
the “Wintermute” pseudonym online for over ten years before switching to “buru” which was a 
nickname given to me by friends and “we don’t choose our nicknames” so, theoretically, it’s more 


pure - or something. 
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Star Community 
[29] The max level in Phantasy Star Online Ver.1 was 100; when Phantasy Star Online Ver.2 was released - which is the version played 
by David - the max level was increased to 200. Ver.2 also added new episodes, new stages, new weapons, new items, etc. 


[30] A “main” is a player’s main character in a computer game. If someone has 20 different high-level characters, there’s always one 
that they will continue to come back to and play the most: this is their “main.” 


[31] The monster described here is called a “Bulclaw”; they are four claws attached to another enemy called a Bulk. The Bulclaw 
latches onto its target and sucks its life away. They are not entirely immune to thunder, just highly resistant to it - but for the sake 
of funnies: they’re immune for the purposes of this story. 100% accuracy to source material is overrated. 


[32] When you die in Phantasy Star Online, your character is revived in the city section of Pioneer 2 (a massive starship that 
functions as the mission-hub, lobby, and NPC vendor area of the game. Note that Pioneer 2 was the name of a United States space- 
probe designed to probe lunar and cislunar space which was launched on November 8th, 1958; the probe burned up in Earth’s 
atmosphere minutes after launch). After respawning, you can simply go back into the mission portal and continue with your mission. 
The main drawback is that you have to walk back to where you died, which can be time-consuming - unless you’re playing with 
friends, in which case they can put up a telepipe which you can use to instantly teleport to them. In rare cases, some missions will fail 
if you die or there may be a time limit which makes dying detrimental to success. 


[33] Casual jokes at the expense of the mentally handicapped were ever-present in the early 2000s online landscape. This hasn’t 
changed much depending on which online gaming community you’re part of. Due to the transparent polarities of human nature, a 
person’s willingness to engage in this type of “comedy” in the present age is a strong indicator of their ideological leanings. 


[34] MAGs are the main source of min-max (“optimizing your character to perfection”) psychosis in Phantasy Star Online - if your 
MAG isn’t built properly, your character is not properly optimized, and to some, this is very important; to others (me), it’s just a 
computer game and you need to chill out. MAGs are small mechanized creatures that float over your character’s shoulder. You can 
feed them spare items (3 at a time) to increase their stats which transfers to your character once the MAG is equipped. MAGs 
function as the main way to customize your character’s build, in that you can have a MAG that is boosted with POW (power, if you 
couldn’t figure that out) to significantly increase melee capabilities, or you can have a MAG geared more toward magic or defense or 
a mixture. 


[35] “LAWL” was an ephemeral early 2000s online slang term that has since fallen out of fashion. “LAWL” is an onomatopoeia of the 
abbreviation “LOL” (“laugh out loud”) as it refers to the sound of vocalizing “LOL” in the real number domain (real life). 


[36] “nOOb” is a stylized way of calling someone a newbie - or a new player of a computer game; typically used as an insult targeting 
seasoned players who play like they are still new to the game. The zeros in “nOOb” are an appropriation of “leet speak,” which is an 
informal online language that substitutes letters with numerals or special characters that resemble the letter’s appearance. 
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avid stared slack-jaw at his television screen. Even in dreams, he had 
no words. His sheltered middle-class upbringing and whirly-bird 
parents did not prepare him for this level of vitriolic judgment. In lieu of 
defending himself, he bent over to the Dreamcast and sunk the power 
button in what amounted to something within the same spectrum of a 
rage-quit[37] - a shame-quit. 


With the Dreamcast silent and the horror locked away behind the screen, 
he swiveled his chair to face his personal computer and dialed into AOL[38] 
and navigated to Yahoo[39] and immediately typed .. 


"HOW DO | FIND THE PSYCHO WAND?" 


.. in all caps[40] and hit enter. All the while, he mumbled like a man with a bad case of the padded-room-blues talking to 
spirits that only he could see: 


"We'll see who's got the higher damage. You fraud. | have a job and a wife and 
responsibilities and an actual life but once | get my Psycho Wand I'll be the best 
damn techno mage on the server, you fucking nerd." 


David rarely vocalized curses. 


A persistent buzz faded into David’s dream as this moment played out. The buzzing, to David, sounded like the words 
“Psycho Wand,” and his dream-self flicked the dreamy-scroll-wheel of the dreamy-mouse as his eyes scanned for the 
digital-dream-gold that was to be the answer to what he felt was the most important question he had ever asked in his 


"HOW DO | FIND THE PSYCHO WAND?" 
a 


The buzzing continued as David’s dream-scrolling became more aggressive and the words repeated in his mind: 


Psycho Wand. Psycho Wand. How do | find the Psycho Wand. The Psycho Wand. Psycho Wand. 


David suddenly jolted awake and screamed, “Psycho Wand!” There was a great lake of sweat pooled beneath him and he 
was panting like a dog left in a car during the hottest day of the year. His scream must have been contagious, as it 
shocked Blair into a scream of her own; her scream was one of unspecified terror, and she quickly sat up, turned the 
side-table lamp on, and spoke with a frantic urgency, “What’s wrong, David? Did someone break in? What’s going on? 
Are the cats OK? Is your mom alright? Is there a fire?” 


David silenced the alarm clock before turning to Blair with the most solemn look she had ever seen on his face. He wiped 
the sweat from his brow and spoke in a contrived pitch twofold lower than normal as if he were some sort of tragic hero, 
“It was just another bad dream is all, Blair-Bear.” 


“Just another bad dream.” 


If David’s dream was intended to be a warning, it had the opposite effect. David now saw himself as an anime[41] hero 
whose family had been slaughtered by a wicked-but-beautiful villain with flowing-white hair. He was full of purpose and 


hell-bent on revenge and he whispered softly to himself, “Psycho Wand, my beloved 


Blair tilted her head and blinked hard, “What did you just say?” 


| | will fincl F 
“Oh - uh, nothing.” YOU. 
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[37] Per Urban Dictionary, “To angrily abandon something that has become insanely frustrating. It can be a video game, 
ajob, you name it. It’s almost always very violent (stuff gets broken, curse words are spoken), and implies very extreme 
anger issues. Or it could simply be a nice person finally reaching their breaking point.” 


[38] AOL (or America Online) was most millennials’ first 
online service. It revolutionized connecting to the internet 
in the mid ‘90s to early 2000s by allowing easy access to 
the internet through an intuitive interface. You would use a 
phone line to connect, and the dial-in noise was like the 
death screams of a half-sentient robot being crushed by a 
scrap-metal compactor; this noise holds the honor of being 
the easiest way to elicit a nostalgia response from anyone 
who grew up in the late ‘90s to early 2000s. AOL would 
send hundreds of software installer CDs via mail to the Bre 
point that you could make a living selling them for scrap. I = connecting 

knew some people that would take these CDs and make rapenbetay See ia ~| 
collages or wall art with them; I saw many walls just 
covered in these CDs. Abusing the CDs was a teenage rite Password 
of passage and very punk rock in 1999. Everyone born in the a 

‘90s remembers the three-box screen when dialing into the 
internet via AOL via a phone line; those little yellow people 
moving from one box to another, and the yellow-people- Help Setup 
celebration on the image of the little Earth when they Version: 3.0.1484 
finally connected in the last box. That little yellow guy was 
iconic; partially because of the main AOL service, but also 
due to AOL Instant Messenger which consumed not only my 
life but everyone’s that I knew. I communicated with my 
middle-school and high-school girlfriends more through 
AOL Instant Messenger than spoken-word real-life. Many of my deepest desires and rawest emotions were expressed 
in that small-white-box-with-the-blue-outline-and-the-buddy-icons. This is probably similar to how the current 
adolescent generation communicates, only with different services (Snapchat, Discord, etc.). 


[39] Yahoo! was a popular search service in the ‘90s - 00s before Google took over. Yahoo! also released a chat platform 
- similar to AOL Instant Messenger — with a robust chat room feature. As a kid, I spent a lot of time in Yahoo! 
Messenger “roleplay” chatrooms typing up embarrassing paragraph-style-roleplaying passages with random strangers 
online; things like: “Edge walks into the tavern with a mean look on his face. He swipes his long blue and red hair out of 
his eyes before casting a glance over to the bar. The tavern’s lantern light glints off the huge sword on his back. Edge 
surveyed the room for a moment before he walked to the bar and sat near the pretty girl at the far end. He signals to 
the bartender, who approaches quickly out of pure fear due to Edge’s coolly intimidating presence. Edge smirks at the 
girl then at the bartender, ‘one glass of milk, and another for the lady, on me.’ Edge pauses, "actually, make that 
strawberry milk for the lady." (This is copy/pasted from my article at oncomputer.games sister sister: 
onpopmusic.com; the article in question titled after The Seatbelt’s 1998-album No Disc.) 


[40] Typing in “all caps" indicates pure rage or pure irony, and sometimes it's very hard to tell the difference online. In 
that way, typing in “all caps” can be a decent way to confuse your opponents. It is often said that “CAPS LOCK IS 
CRUISE CONTROL FOR COOL” and sometimes this is true, other times: not so much. It really depends on the context. 


[41] If you’re reading this, you likely know what anime is. According to Wikipedia, “Anime is hand-drawn and computer- 
generated animation originating from Japan.” It’s funny to call anime “Japanese cartoons” — and this way of describing 
anime makes some people very upset — but it’s not entirely accurate; “cartoon” implies childishness, or being targeted 
toward children; and while much of it is indeed aimed at children, there are very serious and dark anime which should 
never be watched by children; a classic example of this would be Akira (1988), the scene in which Tetsuo (spoiler) 
crushes his girlfriend with his overgrown bodily organ mess still haunts my dreams. 
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he glow of six-thirty glew the green of David’s eyes so green that he had to wipe away the radioactivity before the 
digital clock blinded him completely. 


David had thirty minutes to get dressed in his cheap gray suit and khakis, pull his Nirvana hair into a presentable 
ponytail, grab a bite to eat, kiss Blair goodbye, hop in his black Kia Rio,[42] and drive to Gibson & Associates - which 
was fifteen miles away - where he spent eight hours a day, five days a week cold-calling poor souls from an unknown 
number and dropping little life bombs on them like you-owe-such-and-such-amount-and-we-can-garnish-your- 
wages-and-we-can-take-your-firstborn-and-we-can-break-your-kneecaps-and-your-credit-score-is-very- 
important, but David much preferred dropping little magical bombs on Boomas in Phantasy Star Online instead. 


ee 
Le (@y 1P% 780 
— 


v__I/AVID 


As David stumbled out the front door - already twelve minutes 
late to work — he turned to Blair for a kiss but she rebuked him. 
“David, when you get home, don’t forget to leave the phone line 
open - your mom’s final round of treatment is this afternoon 
and the hospital is supposed to be calling.” David, somewhat 
taken aback by the cold shoulder and also wondering why she 
would tell him this now instead of when he returned home from 
work, nodded in hurried agreement before rushing out to the 


~ of s Kia. David then fiddled with the ignition and took off down the 
= ~X = * road, nearly hitting a trash can and a stray dog and a mailbox 
B = : Bas and a small child due to an imbalance in the humours of sleep and 
ooma = a 
| Attribute:n lative ie | ee m= | | fluster. 


David hated his job, but he pushed through because he had eight 
years' tenure and he was fit to make sixty thousand per year next raise and he wanted to give Blair a nice place to live; 
at least, that’s what he used to tell himself. Now, his work was his lifeline to Phantasy Star Online and boozing it up in 
his ten-by-fifteen office that smelled like yeast infections and rotten hops. David figured that if he lost his job then he 
would not be able to get another for quite some time: having lied to the recruitment officers when they asked if he had 
strong knowledge of financial concepts and principles; and if he had proficiency in using accounting software for 
tracking and managing collections; and if he had the ability to negotiate effectively and maintain professionalism in 
challenging situations; and he used his now-dying mother as a phony reference. To David, this losing-of-job would 
result in an inability to purchase tall boys[43] and pay his phone bill and - most important of all - he would lose his 
hunter’s license.[44] And this fear kept David working, but he had a couple grand saved up to keep him going for a few 
months if something were to happen. 
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[42] The 2008 Kia Rio 
retailed for $9,995, making 
it one of the cheapest new 
cars on the market that 
year. My first car was a Kia 
Rio, although it was a 2010. 
Despite KIA’s reputation as 
poorly manufactured and 
the fact that they’re 
commonly referred to as 
“Korean Industrial 
Accidents,” my Kia held up 
for a long time. 


ional == 
Ft tH oe 
[43] A Tall Boy refers to a 16- ™@ i it i AME it ii 
ounce can of beer, initially — oo fier bil 


introduced by Schlitz in 1954. 
While Tall Boys can come in 
larger sizes, such as the 24- 
ounce cans that debuted in the 
1990s, the 16-ounce can 
remains the original Tall Boy. 


[44] Phantasy Star Online had a 
few versions; the first was free- 
to-play and referred to as “Version 
1”; when Version 2 (Ver2) came 
along, they added more content 
and tacked on a subscription fee of 
$5, this fee was dubbed “The 
Hunter’s License.” 
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avid was forty-six minutes 
late when he pulled into the ~- 
parking lot of the raw concrete structure that was a testament to modern 
American office architecture in that it was as brutalist as his quarterly revenue 
goals. He let out a tired sigh as he gazed up at the massive crimson-square logo 
plastered near the words Gibson & Associates and whispered something not 
unlike a here-we-go-again or the classic just-fucking-kill-me-already. 


David stumbled wearily through the double doors into the office and walked by 
people he considered zombies, ghouls, monsters, and non-playable characters 
without realizing that he exhibited the very same traits: a crumpled-sheet-with- 
legs, an assembly-line-missing-its-most-important-parts, something-that- 
looked-like-a-person-but-with-donut-hole-eyes-and-drool, and he exuded a 
strong aura of decay; some called this the Deskman Droops or Salesman Sickness 
or Pencil Pusher Psychosis, but David just called this wanting-to-go-home-and- 
control-the-magical-techno-elf and he cared little for the judgment of his peers. 


David ignored everything and everyone as he sank like syrup into his swivel chair. 
His cubicle was covered in Phantasy Star Online concept art printed from the 
Gibson & Associates industrial-strength printer with which he had used at least 
two-hundred dollars worth of ink cartridges printing magical-techno-elf 
artwork, and then denied ever doing so to his boss who happened to have a list - 
in chronological order - of all the files ever printed from that specific printer. 


David’s cubicle was situated perpendicular to William’s, who was hard-at-work 
talking to someone on the phone and animating every word with his hands as he 
was prone to do. "Ma’am, with all due respect to your deceased dog: you still owe 
sixty-eight-thousand-seven-hundred-forty-one dollars in back dues and - " 
William paused for a moment as if being interrupted by the brightness from the 
Excel[45] sheet upon the screen of his four-by-three stock Dell Dimension[46] 
monitor. "Yes, I’m aware that your father just died and you had to pay funeral 
costs and that you spent two grand on the casket, but ma’am; like I told you last 
week: cremation was the cheaper option for a woman in your financial situation. 
It’s not our fault that you are irresponsible with money." William paused once 
more and then abruptly stated, "I will give you three more days - or else," and 
slammed the phone silent. 


Moments later, William’s phone rang - it was the same woman; she wanted to 
settle the debt. 


William turned to David, who was half asleep in his cubicle, and proudly 
proclaimed: "See David, that’s how it’s done - Ye Ol’ William Hang Up. It literally 
works every time." 


“Huh - oh right, yeah.” David said, still recovering from the mental boot loop[47] 
caused by a psychic blue screen that cited a very complicated error message. 


“Something wrong, man? You seem tired lately - how are things with the ol’ 
lady?” William said in his signature impossible-to-tell-if-being-sarcastic-or-not 
tone that made most people want to kick him in the balls and then spit on him. 
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[45] Microsoft Excel is a powerful spreadsheet editor that has existed since the 
dawn of time - or something. It has been used to crunch numbers for businesses 
since at least November 19, 1987. The United States government likely uses Excel 
to track your location and favorite food. Excel has the signature look like that of 
an indoor tennis court: white and green with lines all over the place. Those who 
work with Excel take it about as seriously a semi-pro tennis player, with gaining- 
more-formula-knowledge being akin to perfecting-your-backhand. 


3 Microsoft Excel - Book1 


x | File Edit Yiew Insert Format Tools | Data Window Help 
ms =e we 
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Table... 
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Group and Outline 


[46] Specifically: the Dell Dimension 2300, released in 2002; it was a popular 
office computer model due to its affordable price and mid-range processing 
power, perfect for basic number crunching and file browsing. The tower was 
almost a perfect rectangle if not for the rounded edges. It came equipped with 
one CD drive and a gray flap on the front that lifted to reveal USB slots and audio 
inputs and outputs. The power button was centered on the gray flap above the 
circular Dell logo, and it had a soft push like that of a robot’s pillow. Almost all 
Dell Dimension 2300s came with the Windows XP operating system; a few came 
with Windows ME. This model persisted for what felt like ages; one could find 
Dell Dimension 2300s (or one of its various sister-cousin models) in offices going 
as far into the future as 2010. 


[47] A reboot loop (or boot loop) happens when a Windows device unexpectedly 
restarts during its startup process. This behavior signals a critical computer 
issue. A true boot loop must manifest like a dragon eating itself tail-first. 


“oblem has been detected and ‘yw nduw- "as 279n shut down to prevent damage 
your computer. 


problem seems to be cause 2, ° » “uitow 7s 7.4 * SPCMDCON. SYS 
=_FAULT_IN_NONPAGED. “KES 

this is the firs~ tine ,ou've seen this Stop eri -r jcceer. 

tart your compi.er. TT this screen appears again, *9"low 
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re e decided to ignore William from now on; this decision was made 
~& Decay because William failed to defend him from MetaMark’s 
= harassment on Ragol. William and MetaMark would power-level[48] together 
= and David suspected that they were laughing at him behind his back, and this 
~" made him so insecure that he exuded such a powerful aura of contrived 
confidence that anyone with optic nerves and a cerebellum could see right through it. William was a MetaMark sycophant 
and, therefore, could not be trusted. William was the enemy. Going forward, David would focus only on becoming stronger. 


Friends were irrelevant — a distraction. He double-clicked the Internet Explorer[49] icon on his virtual desktop and started 
typing furiously into one of the many search toolbars[50] that consumed his screen real estate: 


“HOW DO | FIND THE PSYCHO WAND?" 


After an hour of Yahoo searching, David’s eyes grew wide as he found a result on the sixth page; it was a pso-world.com 
forum thread titled “Psycho Wand Location & Drop Rates.” And like getting a shot of adrenaline, he was now fully awake 
and totally engaged in reading this very-poorly-written thread: “acording 2 datamined[51] files, teh best place to solo for 
psycho wand is ruins stage on very hard & the p wand drops from chaos sorcerers & has 1/1497966[52] chance to drop.” 


“acording 2 datamined|5I] files, teh best place to solo for psycho wand is ruins stage on very 
hard & the p wand drops from chaos sorcerers & has 1/1497966[5e] chance to drop." 


The last five words caused David’s stomach to do somersaults, which forced him to cover his mouth to prevent a reflexive 
bile from bubbling up as if his body and mind and soul knew that those numbers were truly wicked and pure evil. But David 
swallowed the bile and repeated the words back in his mind: The Chaos Sorcerer has a one in one-million-four-hundred- 
ninety-seven-thousand-nine-hundred-sixty-six chance to drop the Psycho Wand. He repeated this probability in his mind 
like a self-help mantra before he removed a small notepad and pen from his satchel and wrote the number down and circled 
it a heinous number of times before crashing his head into the keyboard from exhaustion. 


: > i LL David was system shocked into the waking world by an aggressive tap 
bah * | j is 
A ¥ vnge , on his shoulder. He shot his head up and rubbed his eyes while swiveling 
' ‘| Mi + a i to face the lego-block-shaped head of his manager, Merenie Wiggins. 
Ay Ge ae Ban tes Merenie stood in a dark suit with massive padded shoulders - her 
‘Pur’ peacocking in a male-dominated business morphed her into one of 
| those same male dominators - and this nearly hid her portly figure. She 
—— 1 had almost-literal raccoons under her eyes and a permanent frown 
> me . 
Lo F aided made of wrinkles, and this made her look twenty-years older than she 
on DAVID, _| Ves actually was. She stunk of sour perfume trying its damnedest to cover 
a Ta r PSYCHO WAND ‘sup two-packs-a-day. She was fearsome to the meek and a harlequin to 
: my beloved the rest. She stood as the perfect representation of the little bombs 


Gibson & Associates dropped upon unsuspecting debtors who don’t 
know that they can simply request-to-never-be-called-again-and- 
hang-up-the-phone.[53] 


"Yes, Merenie? I was just uh..." David paused to wipe some drool from 
the side of his mouth, visibly nervous with QWERTY[54] branded into 
his cheek like scarlet lettering that denoted one of the cardinal 
workplace sins: sleeping-on-the-job. 


“Come to my office. And it’s Ms. Wiggins, not Merenie. I’ve told you 
this before.” Her voice was the deep buzz of a bumblebee after sucking 
down three balloons.[55] 
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[48] “Power-leveling” in computer games occurs when a high-level player helps a low-level player complete stages/bosses/levels/ 


whatever that the low-level player would not be able to complete on their own. This results in faster leveling and other benefits. Power- 
leveling, in this author’s opinion, detracts from the fun of computer games and is closely associated with the min-max-psychosis. A 
significant aspect of playing a computer game is the journey and the struggle; power-leveling removes this aspect and cheapens the 
gaming experience. 


[49] Internet Explorer was released by Microsoft on August 24, 1995 and it was the worst internet browser ever created. Before Internet 
Explorer, Netscape dominated the internet browser scene, and as such: Microsoft bundled Internet Explorer with new Windows installs 
to kill Netscape - and they succeeded, eventually. Microsoft can be thanked for putting in motion the chain of events that lead to 
Firefox — the browser I use to this day (as of 4/28/2024) — as Firefox is the spiritual successor to Netscape, as the Mozilla Organization 
(creators of Firefox) was created by Netscape in 1998 before its acquisition by AOL. 


[50] It was easy to install internet-browser toolbars back in the late ‘90s and early 2000s, especially so for Internet Explorer. 2003 was 
around the time substantial security measures were rolling out to prevent accidentally installing CPU-eating toolbar spyware; you still 
found PCs infested with this stuff well into 2005 and, in extreme cases: now. Some of the classic spyware bars were MyWebSearch, 
MySearch, 2020 Search, PowerStrip, Browser Accelerator, DogPile, GoodSearch, Altavista, NetCraft, EarthLinkSearch, NeoPetsSearch, 
MapStan.net, Teoma, Access One, AimAtSite, Y! Bar, ULTRABAR, AskJeevesOfficialBar, Addresses.com, BadassBuddySearch, Vivisimo, 
ICQ Search, and SpiderPilot. Several were released by “reputable” companies like AOL, Yahoo, and Google because they wanted a direct 
feed into your PC usage, and since the internet was still newish: we just let them do it. Nowadays, these “reputable” companies still do 
it, but they’ve integrated the bars so deeply into our lives that we don’t even notice it - see Google’s monopoly on personal data. 


|| fa] Search News | & 
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[51] “Data mining” in this context refers to the process of extracting game data, typically from ROM/ISO images or source code, and 
analyzing the bits and bytes (I’m not technical) to understand the mechanical workings of a game or uncover secrets hidden by the 
developer. If you find a drop rate table for any role-playing computer game, it was likely obtained through some form of data mining, as 
drop rates are not usually published by developers, especially for older titles. 


[52] This is not a fabricated number; it comes directly from the Psycho Wand drop table on pso-world.com. MMORPGs (massive 
multiplayer online role-playing games) have long been notorious for employing this type of predatory gameplay design. In the case of 
Phantasy Star Online, which features only a few stages with some variation in missions, the absurd drop rates serve a very specific 
purpose: game-time multipliers and, less so, facilitators for in-game trading markets. Additional predatory practices in MMOs include: 
creating vast game worlds where traversing by foot takes hours while offering very limited fast-travel options (as seen in early Final 
Fantasy XI, Everquest, and World of Warcraft), requiring significant time investments for leveling up (spanning days or weeks at higher 
levels; this applies to almost all MMOS), and implementing penalties such as player deleveling upon death (Final Fantasy XI and 
Everquest, again). This wouldn’t be too bad if not for the fact that the publisher is charging you for the experience. Each example subtly 
prolongs the time players spend in-game, resulting in more monthly payments to the publisher/developer/whatever. The greatest 
MMORPGs blind you to the fact that they are stealing your time and money via tedious gameplay mechanics by making you feel totally 
immersed in a world that’s better than your own. The continuous-money-flow aspect incentivizes developers to build robust worlds and 
formulate fun ways to keep your attention, but it also incentivizes dirty tricks like: hours-to-get-anywhere, drop-rates-that- 
statistically-take-decades, years-to-hit-max-level, and deleveling-upon-death. 


Section ID Difficulty: Location Monster Drop Rate 
Viridia: Vhard:Ruins Chaos Sorcerer 1/1497966 
Pinkal: Vhard:Ruins Chaos Sorcerer 1/1497966 


[53] Per the US Federal Government Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, “If a consumer notifies a debt collector in writing that the 
consumer refuses to pay a debt or that the consumer wishes the debt collector to cease further communication with the consumer, the 
debt collector shall not communicate further with the consumer with respect to such debt ...” 


[54] The QWERTY keyboard, pronounced as KWEHR-tee, stands as the prevailing typewriter and computer keyboard layout utilized in 
regions employing a Latin-based alphabet. The term “QWERTY” comes from the initial arrangement of letters on the keyboard’s upper 
row, encompassing the first six characters: QWERTY. If the letters are raised they could - potentially - leave an imprint on one’s cheek 
if pressed against them for a long enough period of time. 


[55] This barely makes sense and was definitely inspired by weird Robyn Hitchcock imagery like “I’m the man with the lightbulb head, I 

turn myself on in the dark.” The idea is that Merenie tries to sound intimidating like a bumblebee’s deep buzz, but her femininity (like 
helium) causes her voice to register higher than she would like. Helium changes the sound of your voice because it is much lighter than 

air and has a different density, so when you speak the sound waves travel through this helium-corrupted space and resonate differently 

in your vocal tract. There are some dangers associated with sucking helium; the main one is dizziness or passing out due to oxygen 
deprivation since the helium replaces the oxygen in your lungs. se? 
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s. Wiggins made her way through the mouse maze of tan cubicles 

back to her small office in the back of the building. As she was 
doing this, William turned to David and made a you’re-so-in-trouble face. David 
only raised his right hand in a fist then used his other hand to imitate a cranking 
gesture as he slowly cranked up his middle finger. William scoffed with a 
dismissive wave. 


Moments later, David was sitting in a black plastic chair in front of a large 
wooden desk with multiple segments. Merenie sat behind the desk in a massive 
faux leather executive office chair. Merenie was very comfortable, David was not; 
this was intentional. Merenie cleared her throat three times within the span of 
two minutes of otherwise silence. Being a woman in corporate America, Merenie 
found great pleasure in making men feel uncomfortable. She was tapping a pen to 
a white sheet of paper with a long list of text printed in Times New Roman,[56] 
some of the words were underlined, many were in bold. 


“Do you know why you’re here, David?” She said with a question mark but really 
it should have been a period because she immediately continued: “It’s because of 
your performance. You have made no revenue in the last — let’s see here — four 
months. You have used over two-hundred dollars of ink cartridges on non-work- 
related prints and -” 


David interrupted, “that - that wasn’t me.” 


David's denial caused Merenie’s eyes to narrow with determination as she flipped 
to another sheet of paper, “FOnewmArt.png, Pioneer2City.jpg, 
FOnewearlPanties.png, PSOwallpaper6.png - I could go on.” She stopped and 
glared at David before continuing, “We looked up your browser history, David. 
You spent a total of seven-hundred-twenty-six hours and forty-seven minutes 
on the website ‘pso-world.com’ in the last month alone; that is over sixty percent 
of your work time, David. And your co-workers are complaining about your 
hygiene; one even described your odor as —” She looked down at her paper once 
more, “— quote ‘a mixture of expired cheese and decomposing animal corpses and 


Pn , just really, really bad stuff’ unquote, and while I wouldn’t go that far: they have a 
¥ point. And you have been sleeping at your desk.” David squirmed in his chair; he 
hh, ¢ felt like a lab mouse that was strapped down for electroshock testing and every 
2" word that escaped Merenie’s thin lips was another hundred volts. “Frankly, 


David, your conduct has been unacceptable. And none of this would matter if not 
for the fact that you make us no money.” She paused and pushed the butt of the 
pen into the bottom of her lip as if supporting something heavy in her mind. 


Merenie began lightly chewing the pen, “Well, do you have anything 
-. ia E 
7 TN to say for yourself?" 
- a ———__ 
<=, naga David looked like the worst magician in the world as he was trying to conjure 


> \) spells with his fidgeting hands but no magic would come out. After several 
awkward minutes, he spoke the only words that he could think of: 


a “PSYCHO WAND" 


[56] Times New Roman is a serif typeface 
commissioned by the British newspaper 
The Times in 1931. It was commonly used 
in formal documents during the early 
2000s, including print, essays, and email. 
Times New Roman is stoic and cold, akin 
to receiving a termination letter with all- 
the-reasons-you-suck listed out in 
excruciating detail, followed by a 
"sincerely" at the bottom that you can’t 
tell if sarcastic or just part of the default- 
signature template. Calibri largely replaced 
Times New Roman after its creation by 
Lucas de Groot in 2007. Calibri possesses a 
roundness to its structure that exudes a 
more playful and fun aesthetic; however, 
this playfulness is a ruse designed to lull you 
into a sense of comfort before hitting you 
with some really terrible news, such as you- 
are-never-allowed-to-see-your-kids-again- 
and-your-wife-is-suing-you-for-fifty-grand, 
with a "thanks" right before the lawyer's 
name. And then there's Comic Sans 
which was created by some egghead at 
Microsoft that was obsessed with 
comic books (or sometihng lol what a 
dork!) and that font would just kinda trail Le 


_ 


PHANTAS'’ STAR OMLIME 
DECEMBER 2000 


avid was broken. 


“The Psycho Wand. | - I just need the Psycho Wand. Merenie, please. 
Give me another chance. Once | have the Psycho Wand, I'll do better. 
All| need is the Psycho Wand then I'll be able to show William and 
MetaMark and then | can start doing the cold calls again. Please, 


Merenie only shook her head, 


“You're fired David. Get out of my office." 


David mumbled to himself on the drive home. His words were like the soft 
chanting of a monk whose meditative isolation had driven him insane instead of 
serene. 


“Money saved up. Can make it for at least three months. Psycho Wand. 
Just have to cut back on food. No more steaks. Get the Psycho Wand. I'll 
switch to off-brand Cheerios. Prepay the mortgage for two months. 
Ruins on Very Hard. Blair to switch the cat food to a cheaper brand. The 
Chaos Sorcerers drop the Psycho Wand. MetaMark said LOL. Didn't revive 
me. Laughed at me. One-million-four-hundrec-ninety-seven-thousand- 
nine-hundred-sixty-six chance to drop the Psycho Wand. Tell Blair | used 
vacation time. One-million-four-hundred. Get the Psycho Wand. Ninety- 


And when David arrived home, 
Blair was gone. 
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IT2 IT GUESS YOU CAN TAKE A BREATHER NOW; RELAX, AND BE THANKFUL THAT 
YOU'RE NOT IN DAVID/S SITUATION —- RIGHT? YOU DON'T FIND YOURSELF CONSTANTLY 
THINKING ABOUT COMPUTER GAMES, EVEN WHEN OUT-AND-ABOUT OR AT WORK OR 

DURING THOSE WEEKLY FAMILY DINNERS - DO YOU? DOES THAT NEXT TREASURE 

CHEST FULL OF DIGITAL-VOID DUST SNAP YOUR SYNAPSES? ANYWAY, ONLY ONE 

CHAPTER TO GO! MAYBE DAVID WILL TURN HIS LIFE AROUND? OF COURSE, THE HE 

ONLY WAY TO FIND OUT IS BY READING THE REST OF THE STORY. BUT SERIOUSLY, eat 

THANK YOU FOR READING THIS MAGAZINE. AND YES, I DO COUNT AS ONE OF THE 
BONUS CHAO! I'M QUIFF CHAO! DON'T FORGET TO ~uUWuU BA BA! 
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t was the eleventh moon of September, and David had done the math. He had finally calculated the most efficient 

way to farm the Psycho Wand.[57] He discovered that the mission titled “Doc’s Secret Plan'' contained ten Chaos 

Sorcerers, and he scribbled it all out on a Pizza Hut napkin; he had been eating nothing but large-pepperoni-with- 

extra-sauce-and-extra-cheese every night since the incident, and there was no other paper in the house. The 
napkin was covered in markings only legible to himself and read something like: “10 Chaos Sorcerers divided by 
1497966 equals 149796.6, and it takes roughly 11 minutes to complete a single run,[58] and If I play for 11 hours a day, 
that’s 660 minutes, which means | can run Doc’s Secret Plan 60 times per day, which means the Psycho Wand has a 
2496.61 chance of dropping each day.” David knew in the back of his mind that it could take almost seven years to find 
the Psycho Wand, but he reasoned this away as he fancied himself luckier than most. 


Finding the Psycho Wand was David’s Grail Quest and the Dreamcast controller was his Galahad. Nothing else 
mattered. He drank nothing but liquified heartburn in a can and developed perpetual alcohol sweats,[59] and ate 
nothing but pizza to the point that he earned so many Pizza Hut Pizza Points that he would get a free pizza every four 
days like clockwork. At max level, the missions were a breeze; he tore through those poor Chaos Sorcerers, and as 
revenge, they dropped nothing but sweat and blood; literal blood, as David’s left thumb had ripped open from overusing 
the hard-plastic thumbstick, but he ignored the pain and wrapped it in three Pizza Hut napkins held together with 
Scotch[60] tape like some makeshift war bandage. And to prevent boredom, he removed the television set from the 
living room and placed it in his office, then ran a fifty-foot cable through the house so that he could watch reruns of 
Star Trek: Enterprise,[61] which he felt was thematically similar to Phantasy Star Online and this put him in an almost 
dreamlike state of ultra-science-fiction while he slew Chaos Sorcerers. He could have moved his office television into 
the living room instead, but there were too many windows, and he was very particular about the lighting; it had to be 
just right; a soft orange glow had to envelop the room for David to fully appreciate Phantasy Star Online - to feel like 
he was actually there on Ragol - as this was the glow present the first time he played the game, and the office was the 
only area in the house that could produce such a mystical glow. This Pavlovian response[62] went unanalyzed by David 
as his thoughts were filled only with Psycho Wand. 


Every time David logged into Phantasy Star Online during this epoch of ruin, he saw a pop-up labeled "important 
announcement," but he never read the context of the message as he powered through all extraneous details. Nothing 
would steal precious time away from his Holy Grail Quest. 
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[57] “Farming” in this context refers to repeatedly completing the same task in a computer game in order to obtain 
some sort of beneficial result. This ties into MMORPGs sucking your time away like a chrono demon by requiring you to 
kill the same monster over and over again so that it will drop a specific item. 


Note: Phantasy Star Online is one of the most heinous chrono demons in existence. 


[58] A “run” is computer gamer lingo for completing a stage a 
single time. Used commonly in the following context, “let’s doa 
few more runs of X” or “I’m down for one more run” or “I hate 
running this mission because the enemies are too annoying.” 


147/163 
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[59] Alcohol Sweats happen when the body is dependent on 
alcohol but has not ingested any for a certain period of time. 
Depending on the degree of dependency, these sweats can 
emerge minutes to hours after the last drink. People 
experiencing this may suffer from dehydration, flushed skin, 
insomnia, and persistent headaches, even while consuming 
alcohol. And while a “nasty odor” isn’t a direct byproduct of 
Alcohol Sweats, it often accompanies this condition if the 
afflicted is not careful about their hygiene. My old friend from 
high school suffers from this condition and you can smell him 
through six walls made of pure lead even after spraying the 
strongest of odor-fighting aerosols. 


[60] Scotch is a brand of tape developed by a company called 3M. It’s not some random name someone came up with 
for clear, thin tape that you find in offices or schools - it’s a brand name with a trademark and a rights-reserved and 
everything. I didn’t know this until doing research for this piece. 


[61] Star Trek: Enterprise aired from September 26, 
2001, to May 13, 2005. It follows the adventures of 
the crew of the first starship “Enterprise,” 
commanded by Jonathan Archer. The show has been 
met with a lukewarm response by the Star Trek 
community, but I quite enjoyed my time binging it in 
full nearly ten years ago. The season finale is 
questionable, however, and divisive among fans. 


[62] My personal belief is that nostalgia is some sort of complex Pavlovian response — also known as “classical 
conditioning” - which is a behavioral procedure in which a biological stimulus is paired with a neutral stimulus: a dog 
drools at food, a bell rings every time the dog sees food, repeat this process, and the dog now drools at the bell 
because it associates the bell with food. In our story’s example, there was a soft orange glow illuminating the office 
the first time David played Phantasy Star Online; as such, he insists on that lighting being present every time he plays 
Phantasy Star Online. This insistence is to replicate the original feeling of playing the game, even though the “original 
feeling” is long dead, only returning as a shade of its former self; forever fading fast. If David happened to walk into a 
similar room with a soft orange glow, he would instantly think of Phantasy Star Online; and vice versa: if he played 
Phantasy Star Online, he would think of the soft orange glow and want it to be present. It’s not quite the same, but 
it’s similar enough to be you-might-on-to-something material - maybe. 
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It was on the sixteenth moon of September that David decided to make a 

beer run to the nearby 7-Eleven[63]. Before leaving the house, he turned 

the Dreamcast off for the first time since the incident, which freed the 
phone line from Phantasy Star Online’s grasp and, as if the Moirai[64] 
themselves intervened: the phone cried out mid-ring as if someone had 
been calling for hours on end. David panicked for a moment, thinking it was some sort of tornado alarm, but snapped to 
his senses and picked up the handset. A gruff male voice was on the other line, “Is this David Finch?” David was silent 
for a moment. The receiver could have been spitting thunder clouds as there was a psychic storm front moving into the 
room. David mumbled something in the affirmative. The voice on the other line responded, 


“We've been trying to call you for several days now, Mr. Finch. | 
don't know any other way to tell you this, but - your mother has 
passed away." 


David heard the words but refused to process them. His eyes glazed over and his mind filled with Psycho Wand. “After 
her treatment on August twenty-third, she developed pneumonia. We treated it the best we could but her body was 
weak from the radiation therapy. She passed away on September second. Her last words were your name, Mr. Finch. 
Your sister is organizing the funeral and she has been unable to reach you. We would like you to come down to the 
hospital and -” David interrupted with a sudden “thank you,” then abruptly hung up the phone and stared at the thing 
for a whole minute as if trying to analyze the contents of its plastic soul. He then grabbed the entire phone base and 
ripped it out of the wall, taking some drywall along with it. The bringer of bad news would bring no more bad news. 
There would be no more distractions. He left the house and didn’t notice the tears in his eyes as the Kia’s ignition 
roared. David returned home twenty minutes later with a thirty-six pack of tall boys. He had two-thousand-seven- 
hundred-and-ninety-four dollars left in his bank account. 


It was the twenty-eighth moon of September and there was something in the stale office air that night; and it wasn’t 
the god awful stench. David had slain over one-thousand Chaos Sorcerers andeaten  . = 
at least half of that in pizza to the point that Pizza Hut would no longer grant him 
Pizza Points. He was on a Pizza Points Freeze according to the 
very-professionally-worded email complete with pizza imagery below the 
email signature. He continued ordering pizza regardless. David only hada 
little over one-million Chaos Sorcerers to go before his beloved Psycho Wan 
would appear before him - statistically. His Pizza Hut branded thumb 
bandage had torn open and soaked the Dreamcast contr@ller in blood, but 
he was on his second-to-last run of the night, and he ha 
no plans of reapplying the bandage. Every time he made a 
wrong move or was knocked down by an enemy[65], he 
would let out a blood-curdling scream of pure rage but 
continue on as if being cajoled by some malevolent force. 
Beer cans were forming a series of intricate pyramids on his desk 
and he had to pee real bad but ignored it in favor of completing 
the mission. 


And then it happened ... 
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[63] 7-Eleven is a convenience store franchise found all 
over the United States. The first 7-Eleven popped up in 
1927. It’s famous for its human-baby-sized mega-gulp 
Slurpees and fountain drinks that may or may not cause 
cardiac arrest upon the final sip; as such, drinking an entire 
mega-gulp is like playing dice with the fates: alea iacta est. 
Sometimes the fountain drink machines will mismix the 
solution or run-out-of-syrup and spit out poison-death- 
water instead of Sprite or Coke or whatever; this is 
especially dangerous with Sprite because you can’t tell if 
it’s poison-death-water until you take a sip; however, if 
you observe the Sprite pour closely, you’ll notice less 
bubblies or carbonation, which is usually a decent indicator 
of poison-death-water (it took years of practice to figure 
this out). My friend once got a mega-gulp of poison- 
death-water and, upon taking a sip in the parking lot, 
immediately threw the cup at the 7-Eleven window. I 
turned to him like I was looking at Charles Manson, and he 
said only one word: “Run.” We ran. 


[64] In Greek mythology, the Moirai (also known as the 
Fates) were the personification of destiny. Three sisters: 
Clotho, who spun the thread of life; Lachesis, who 
determined the length of the thread; and Atropos, who cut 
the thread; birth, life, and death. The Moirai were 
popularized in Disney’s 1997 film Hercules, where - in 
addition to cutting strings - they passed around a loose 
eyeball used to see into the past, present, and future. 


[65] Phantasy Star Online features a haptic feedback 
system in the form of literal in-real-life shaking due to 
how frustrating the combat system can be. This 
frustration stems from one single aspect: a single hit will 
knock down most characters (depending on their DEF 
stat), and the get-back-up animation takes 3 whole 
seconds (I counted). While this may not seem like much in 
text, it feels 100x longer in-game, and it adds up quickly. 
The rage grows with each knockdown. Mechanically, this is 
one of the aspects of Phantasy Star Online that I feel most 
critical of. Sega, for some reason, thought it was 
appropriate to take the player out of the action for 3 whole 
seconds - removing control from the player entirely; this 
is antithetical to game design, especially when it can result 
in a stun-lock when being surrounded by attacking 
monsters. Developers can include ways to make games 
tough without taking control away from the player; I’ve 
seen it done. 


ro 
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ust as David landed the final blow on the final Chaos Sorcerer of the 

final run of the night, he heard the noise; the dopamine jingle. The 

jingle was so potent that he dropped all pretense of being a civilized 
human being as he pissed his pants into a sopping mess while letting out a howl of 
joy into the popcorn above.[66] David, sitting in his own sweat and urine, then 
maneuvered his magical techno elf to the spinning-red-item-box on the flat- 
textured floor of the Ruins, and as his character approached it, he saw the words: 
PSYCHO WAND.[67] 


David, upon equipping the Psycho Wand, pushed his face into the television screen and absorbed the image of his 
character holding the magnificent scepter. The wand was a misnomer, as it was a two-handed staff with three blades 
of blue plasma jutting out at the tip. The Psycho Wand had the aura of something that the extraterrestrial-equivalent 
of Lisa Frank[68] would use to paint alien-night skies. After minutes of analyzing every little pixel in excruciating 
detail, David wrapped his arms around himself as if making love and rolled over onto his own thumb-blood and piss 
and sweat. It looked as if the corners of his mouth had been sliced open as he had a gigantic, inhumane smile on his 
face as he drifted off to sleep. 


Morpheus took him once again. 


The dream showed David visions of the tabby and the tortoiseshell; it showed Blair as the beautiful-princess-of- 
death; it showed his mother all serene and motionless surrounded by figures sobbing into their hands. But the Psycho 
Wand was too powerful. The wand slowly enlarged itself into view like a bad PowerPoint[69] animation. David saw 
himself wielding the wand like a god-among-magical-techno-elves, and he used its great power to instantly 
evaporate facsimiles of Boomas and Chaos Sorcerers and MetaMarks and Williams and Blairs and cats and even his 
own mother. 


With the Psycho Wand, David controlled his dreams; and in 
his dream, he laughed a maniacal laugh. 


David resolved himself to find MetaMark and William in-game and show them his newfound glory. He imagined 
himself finding them, entering their room all mysterious-like, pushing the thumbstick ever so lightly as to produce a 
Clint Eastwood[70] swagger, and, upon coming face-to-face with his archnemesis, typing only the three letters of 
sweet revenge: LOL. 


LOL 
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[66] “Popcorn ceiling” is a ceiling with a bumpy or rough surface that (=// TP 417/417 ll 
looks similar to popcorn or cottage cheese. It’s made by spraying a a 

mixture of paint and tiny particles of polystyrene onto the ceiling, D arm fu the wari 

and if the home was built prior to 1979, it was likely mixed with ee eet teentcorare 


asbestos, which can cause mesothelioma and lung cancer. Popcorn 
ceilings were originally favored between the ‘80s to early 2000s 
because they covered up flaws and made the room quieter; however, 
they have since fallen out of fashion. The first thing most modern 
homeowners do when they buy an older home nowadays is say, “We —_— 
have to get rid of the popcorn ceiling.” 


[67] In actuality, the Psycho Wand would drop as a ???-Rod that 
would then need to be appraised by the TECHER in the Pioneer 2 0 LBA 
shopping center, but this entire process would be anticlimactic to the WO 
story, so I made the executive decision to manipulate the truth a bit fi 
here, and I’m not ashamed of doing so. This is when the sunglasses i 
lower from the top of the screen and land on my face and the words f sD | 

“deal with it” flash at the bottom. Ma 5 = 


BK 
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[68] If you grew up in the ‘90s or early 2000s, you likely know who Lisa Frank is. Her artwork was 
all over kids’ lunch boxes, trapper keepers, and binders during that period. Her artwork typically 
features animals swimming in seas of rainbows or floating through the clouds of what-has-to-be 
alien planets. It’s all very psychedelic. What you may not know, however, is that Lisa Frank may 
or may not make the artwork herself; as it’s all branded “Lisa Frank Incorporated,” and Lisa Frank 
herself is never specifically cited as the artist. Lisa Frank is a businesswoman, first and foremost, 
and is mysterious and secretive and has done only a few interviews, and in at least one video 
interview (with Urban Outfitters in 2012 per Wikipedia), she requested to have her face blurred 
out. This mysteriousness is likely driven by a desire to stay out of the public eye, which is a wise 
decision — but it makes her all-the-more interesting. 


[69] PowerPoint (or: “Microsoft PowerPoint”) is a presentation-creation program originally 
created for Macintosh computers but later purchased for $14 million by Microsoft in 1987. 
PowerPoint originally utilized an intuitive UI that allowed users to create “slide-based” 
presentations intended to be shared on a large screen. PowerPoint was known for its ridiculous 
“WordArt” that utilized Lisa Frank-like coloring, polygonal word shapes, odd shadowing, and 
super-deformed lettering; in later versions, you could apply animation to certain presentation 
elements, such as: zooming, slide-ins, twirl-ins, fade-ins, and much more. PowerPoint has 
become increasingly more difficult with the continued addition of new features that no one asked 
for and is a great modern example of “feature bloat”; regardless of all that, PowerPoint has 
monopolized the presentation-tool market and continues to be the #1 tool used in the corporate 
world. Nowadays, PowerPoint presentations (also known as “decks” in corporate hell) serve as a 
great way to pretend-like-you-really-know-what-you’re-doing when you’re really just wasting 
everyone’s time with stuff that no one cares about; these presentations are then emailed to the 
meeting audience as an attachment with a brief recap in the body of the a 

the PowerPoint is then saved in some folder within a folder and subsequently. 
never opened, and then forgotten about; and in this way, PowerPoint decks 
are to corporate goons as Pokemon cards are to the annoying rich kid 
that you knew in middle school. 


[70] Born May 31, 1930; starring in over 60 films; Clint Eastwood often played characters who 
would walk slowly into tense situations — usually saloons - and quickdraw everyone in the place at 
the first sign of danger. He was known for his rugged stoicism, gruff manner of speaking, chiseled 
jaw, and dirt-handsome face. He usually portrayed anti-heroes or ex-bad-guys forced back into a 
life of violence due to some heinous event outside of his own control. “I don’t kill people no more - 
OK, I'll do it again just this once.” Eastwood is best known for his roles in Western films, 
particularly The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), in which he wore his infinitely-copied outfit: a 
vest covered in a brown poncho tossed over his shoulder and a brown cowboy hat. He popularized 
the cultural meme of “Go ahead, make my day,” which is uttered by people of all ages even today. 
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pon logging in the next morning, David was met with another 
“Important announcement” which he canceled without 
reading. David then spent all day searching for MetaMark’s group. He 
scoured every lobby. Every stage. Every zone. He read every group 
description and even asked random players if they had seen characters 
matching MetaMark’s description, but it was all for naught. He did his 
Clint Eastwood walk for strangers and this gave him some satisfaction 
but it was not enough; he had to find MetaMark, he had to find William; 
they had to know about his accomplishment; about his Grail Quest; 
about his Psycho Wand. 


David spent twelve hours searching before retiring on the mattress 
now located on the floor of his office. The mattress was stained the 
color of algae, and applying any pressure whatsoever caused plumes of 
dust and visible stink lines to erupt from its innards like a corpse 
explosion. David didn’t smell a thing as the sounds of Star Trek and 
blackbirds lulled him to sleep. 


On the morning of September thirtieth, David rolled off the decaying 
mattress into his garbage island and immediately pushed the blood- 
stained power button of the Dreamcast. The bouncy ball and the swirl 
played upon the phosphor as the Dreamcast whirred to life. David 
cracked open a tall boy while waiting for Phantasy Star Online to load. 
This was his morning routine. He skipped through the splash screens 
and the introduction video and the title screen and found himself at the 
front door of his virtual paradise: the login screen. 


Going through the motions, he selected ONLINE PLAY then rubbed 
some crust out of his eyes. An error message appeared: 


“You could not be connected to the server. Please check that 


your provider settings are correct before connecting. The line 
was disconnected. PRESS START BUTTON.” 


David rubbed more crust out of his eyes. This happened sometimes; 
Phantasy Star Online’s login experience was not perfect. 


He tried again: "YOu could not be connected to the server. “ 


He tried a third time: 


YOU COULD NOT BE CONNECTED 
TO THE SERVER. 


PHANTAS'’ =TAR ONLINE ERROR 
DECEMEER 2008 


PHANTAS'’ STAR OMLIME 
DECEMBER 2000 


20) 


PSYCHO WAND 
my beloved ... 


avid had a blank expression on his face as he started mumbling, “Must be a mistake or maintenance or 
maybe my connection is wonky or maybe the wires got damaged outside or —” David noticed the phone 
number for the Sega helpline at the bottom of the screen and resolved himself to call. He walked into the living room, 
hooked the phone up once more, and dialed 1-800-SEGA-ROX. He waited on hold for some time while ambient music 
played; an eerie, almost-industrial track that sounded as if doomed sea animals were singing alien harmonies over 
sparse synths.[71] After minutes of waiting, someone finally picked up with a less-than-enthusiastic “Yeah? Can | 
help you?” 


David responded with an inflection that reflected absolute zero: “Can’t login to Phantasy Star Online. Pretty sure it’s 
not my connection. Can you look into it or something?” 


The Sega representative was quick with an answer: 
“Uh - didn't you read the announcement in-game? The servers closed, 
man. The online was shut down as of today.[7e2]" 


David tightened his grip on the phone. His thumb was bleeding again, and the blood was dripping down the plastic of 
the receiver into his mouth. He could taste the iron-rich hemoglobin on his trembling bottom lip. 


“What do you mean?" 


The Sega representative was dumbfounded, “What do you mean by what-do-I-mean? I mean the online servers were 
shut down. The servers are closed, man. The online is kaput. Sorry, dude - anything else?” 


David slammed the phone to death. Another yell. Another tear of the cord from the wall. This time he launched the 
phone into the drywall on the opposite side of the room which was followed by a loud knock on the front door near 
the new hole with the phone dangling from it. 


David let out another piercing scream. The mouse looked like a wild beast as he opened the front door with an abrupt 
“Yes? What is it?” And standing before him was a man in a gold-star-adorned cowboy hat wearing full sheriff’s getup 
with guns and all. The lawman raised an eyebrow at David and the wild beast went mouse once more. “I’m Sheriff 
Richards. Are you David Finch?” He said with a thick southern-boy accent before David responded with a delayed and 
very shaky nod. “You’ve been served, buddy.” The Sheriff said before giving David a look as if measuring his 
existential worth; “Better hope you can afford alimony too,” he added with a chuckle before pushing some papers into 
David’s hands and then sauntering off to the pickup truck parked in David’s driveway. 


David closed the front door and looked down at the 
papers. He started to read the first line, “Blair Finch. Decree 


of Divorce." He stopped reading. pure garbage tier 
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[71] The Sega helpline used music from Echo 
the Dolphin as their hold music back in the 
‘90s and early 2000s. I know this because | 
was a kid who frequently called the Sega 
helpline back then. The specific track used 
was “The Marble Sea” from Ecco the 
Dolphin Sega CD. The track can be found on 
YouTube or KHInsider or any Echo the 
Dolphin fansite ever. The track itself is nice 
and ominous; it’s what I envisioned playing 
in the ambiance during the rest of this 
chapter, so if you’re able to play it while 
reading: please do - starting now. Play it on 
a faint, low hum so that it’s not 
overbearing; so that it’s just kinda there in 
the background, setting the mood. (A side 
note, the 1-800-SEGA-ROX thing was 
made up, I don’t remember the actual 
number and I couldn’t find it online.) 


[72] The official North American Phantasy Star 
Online Dreamcast servers were shut down on 
September 30, 20038. Note that the Dreamcast 
was discontinued roughly two years earlier on 
March 31, 2001. This means new bytes for PSO 
were being written for 913 days after the final 
Dreamcast was manufactured. Unfortunately 
for David, his Psycho Wand didn’t survive the 
trip through the digital void; it was never to be 
shown to MetaMark or William. 
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avid had no job. He had no wife. He had no friends. His cats were gone. His mother was dead. He 
had only two-thousand-seven-hundred-and-forty-three dollars left in his bank account 
and he owed one-hundred times that on his home and half that in credit-card debt and his car still had 
payments and the air conditioner was still broken and paint was dripping down some of the walls and the 
house was full of empty beer cans and his mother was dead and his wife had left him and his mother was 
dead and he had the Psycho Wand but his mother was dead but he had the Psycho Wand. 


David started with the insane-monk chants between bouts of giggling, 
“The Psycho Wand. The Psycho Wand is mine. | have it. The Psycho Wand. It's mine. | have the 


David dropped the divorce papers on the floor. He cracked open a beer from the fridge and drank it in one 
gulp and then grabbed another before stumbling into the office. He sat down in front of the television set 
which continued to loop the futuristic synths of the Phantasy Star Online login screen. David navigated to 
“ONLINE PLAY” and pressed the confirmation button. 


“You could not be connected to the server.” 


He pressed the button again. 
“You could not be connected to the server.” 


And again. 
“You could not be connected to the server.” 


And again. 


“You could not be connected to the server.” 


And again. 


“You could not be connected to the server.” 


“You could not be connected to the server.» 


“You could not be connected to the server.” 


“You could not be connected to the server.” 
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boy, after incessant pestering, had just 


7 if Fr /- 
; received the newest giant-robot game for 


the PlayStation 2 as an early Christmas gift from his mother. This annoyed The Boy’s father, who never saw eye-to- 
eye with his ex-wife and preferred his son to stay focused on the three S's: school, sports, and socializing; so it 
follows that The Boy lived two lives, switching back and forth monthly between his mother and father’s house. It was 
always autumnal during these split-custody blues. 


t was October 2001, and a twelve-year-old 


Nearly ten months prior, in December 2000, Bandai released its first game for the PlayStation 2, 
Mobile Suit Gundam: Journey to Jaburo. The game is largely a retelling of the first half of the classic 
1979 anime Mobile Suit Gundam. It follows the crew of the White Base - a military vessel of the 
Earth Federation — in their nigh-hopeless battle against the Principality of Zeon, a nation of 
space-Nazis that will do anything to achieve their fascist goals, notably: dropping populated space 
colonies on Earth thereby killing millions. Bright Noa, captain of the White Base, chances upon a 
special boy named Amuro Ray, who happens to be a natural when it comes to er 
piloting the Earth Federation’s new experimental giant robot: The Gundam. These ~ 
events kick off Amuro’s coming-of-age story as he finds himself in a tough-love 
father-son relationship with Bright Noa and develops a sibling-like rivalry with a 
Zeon commander as equally talented as he is effortlessly cool and mysterious and 
handsome and blonde: Char Aznable. 


ore 


Which brings us to The Boy; and, of course, The Boy in this story wanted to be 
Char, but he was more of an Amuro-type: geeky, angsty, obsessive. The Boy’s 
father was most certainly a Bright Noa-type, both in his disciplinary approach, 
which leaned heavily towards mild forms of corporal punishment, and in his 

no-nonsense haircut. And the father just purchased a new home, which he 


treated\like his own White Base. 
att sy 
NY 
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he new White Base was as tall as a Gundam made of bricks with four exact ninety-degree angles, wearing a 

pyramid like a paper hat with such perfect folds that it must have been crafted by an origami master who knew 
all the ancient tricks but lacked any creativity whatsoever. The front door was mathematically placed in the 
precise middle of the home and was surrounded by exactly nine windows; this made the house appear as some sort 
of eldritch wall-of-eyes and simply walking by the place evoked an intense feeling of being-watched. The house 
had a modest front yard dotted with thin maples and, during these autumnal months, the lack of chlorophyll 
caused the decaying leaves to float down from the hormonal trees and blanket the yard in death both fragrant and 
fugacious. When the breeze came, the naked trees appeared like skeletal fingers casting curses upon the very land 
they sprouted from. This eyeball-window-skeleton-hand-tree dynamic caused the local kids to describe the home 
as a haunted painting of some long-dead person whose eyes actually followed you instead of fake followed you; The 
Boy just described the home as prison. 


For reference, the original Gundam stood eighteen meters tall or fifty- 

M | $$ | OW BR | EF | NG nine feet high or ten-people-standing-on-each-other’s-shoulders, and 
weighed sixty metric tons or one-hundred-twenty-thousand pounds or 
half of a blue whale, which aligned closely with a standard-three-story- 
middle-class home built in the eighties but renovated and sold in the turn 
of the new millennium; the same type of home The Boy found himself 
living in every-other month after both his mom and dad and the child 
therapist told him that it was not his fault and that mommy and daddy 
just don’t love each other anymore and that, on the bright side, he might 
have two Christmases from now on. 


The Boy’s father saw the new home as his own White Base to lead his 
family into a better life, only with a four-thousand-dollar-a-month price 
tag; but to The Boy, the new home meant sitting on a hardwood chair 
with approximately zero lumbar support at the kitchen table all 
afternoon because he had to finish his homework before he could do 
anything else and he didn’t know how to do the assignments because he 
didn’t pay attention in class and he was too ashamed to ask for help so he 
would only sit there doodling pictures of giant robots in the margins of 
his worksheets between poking small holes in the fruit placed in the 
decorative bowl at the middle of the glass table at which he sat for hours. 
And this infuriated The Boy’s father, who made The Boy sit there until 
the work was done and then went behind The Boy to check his accuracy, 
and if it was not correct - which it rarely ever was — he would make The 
Boy do it all over again. It was tough love for the greater good of the 
White Base; some real Bright Noa Stuff was going on in that kitchen with 
the glass table and the uncomfortable chairs. The Father, like all fathers, 
wanted his son to have a better life than he did - he didn’t want his son 
stuck in a dead-end sales job at forty, like he was - and this meant 
perfect grades and sports three days a week and absolutely no 
distractions. 
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irectly below The Boy’s cramp-inducing chair, in the basement, was 
the PlayStation 2; it was hooked up to a television set about the size 
of a Jackson Pollock canvas, which painted pictures of giant robots upon The Boy’s adolescent brain. Mobile Suit Gundam: 
Journey to Jaburo was down there in the basement, snapped into the disc tray like the neurons that snapped robots into 
The Boy’s mind at all hours of the day. The Boy had Gundams on the brain while he was in the classroom staring at the 
circle that ticked time in slow motion; during every breezy autumn Sunday when raking leaves into piles that were then 
tossed into metal garbage cans to be burned days later; when he was in the field during recess just-kind-of-wandering- 
around-looking-at-stuff while the other kids played kickball; during the basketball practices when The Father would 
desperately encourage him to put-in-even-the-smallest-amount-of-effort; and definitely during that time he was in the 
outfield when the pop fly crashed into his head like a small meteorite rendering him unconscious for several minutes; and 
especially while he was wide-eyed in bed, staring into darkness because the child-therapist-prescribed ADHD medication 
gave him robot-inspired bouts of insomnia. 

; a) 
Every night during these split-custody blues, The Boy bray! y +) ri} 1 I } 6 
would slink out of his bedroom, tiptoe down two flights of Vy" A il ee 
stairs, and plop himself on the couch in the basement, 
where he covered himself in the glow of Mobile Suit 
Gundam: Journey to Jaburo. There, The Boy would control 
The Gundam: a glistening white 18-meter-tall Minovsky- 
Ultracompact Fusion Reactor-powered robot with a state- 
of-the-art rocket-thruster backpack module that provided 
a maximum speed of 165 km/h, sporting an incredible 5700 
meter sensor range, and boasting a swift 180-degree 
turning time of 1.1 seconds. It was armed with two gatling 
guns mounted in its kabuto-shaped head, alongside 
handheld armaments including a beam rifle, a 380mm 
hyper bazooka, something resembling a riot shield, and two 
beam sabers. 


ie 


THE Boy’S WISHES WERE ONLY 
ONE PINK FLASH OF A BEAM 
SABER AWAY FROM BEING 

FULFILLED. 


The Boy felt powerful, clever, needed, and completely 
understood when he climbed into the cockpit of that virtual 
Gundam. His real father didn’t get it, but Bright Noa did. 
Bright Noa pushed The Boy to be the best damn Gundam 
pilot there ever was, while his real father only pushed him 
to be a healthy, productive member of society - something 
as far from the mind of a twelve-year-old boy as Mercury is 
from Mars. 
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he Gundam, with its shogun-like presence, 
demanded respect, much like the controls of the 
game, which - being Bandai’s first game for the 


PlayStation 2 and their first three-dimensional 
game ever - were clunky, archaic, obtuse, and 


reminiscent of an airplane cockpit with lots of unlabeled 
buttons and switches. Considering the PlayStation 2 
DualShock controller with its two analog sticks, d-pad, 
four face buttons - ECKS, OH, TRIANGLE, SQUARE - two 
right triggers, two left triggers, start and select, and two 
secret buttons in the clicking-in of either analog stick, 
one would assume that The Gundam is moved with the left 
analog stick while the right analog stick controls the 
camera, but this is not the case; instead, up and down on 
mee '@ 7 ge thed-pad move The Gundam forward 
and backward while left and right 
turn The Gundam left and right; the 
word “turn” is important here; note 
that the word is not “move” or 
, “strafe,” because the left and right 
triggers strafe The Gundam left and 
right instead. As such, if one wanted 
to move The Gundam in a diagonal 
direction, they would need to hold 
_~ both up on the d-pad and either the 
left or the right trigger. If one 
wanted to turn The Gundam 360 
degrees, they would need to hold left 
or right on the d-pad for ten whole 
seconds while the robot awkwardly 
= stomped around in a circle, which left 
- the clumsy metal giant wide open to 
enemy attack. This resulted in 
something akin to piloting a bipedal 
tank with a Tonka-truck controller. 


BEFORE JUMPING INTO THE COCKPIT OF THE GUNDAM, 
In Bandai’s three-dimensional naivety, they had accidentally created a BUT THE Boy DID NOT. 


control scheme that mirrored what it may actually feel like to control 

The Gundam: clunky, archaic, obtuse; as if the PlayStation 2 controller was an actual Gundam cockpit. Every button on the 
DualShock was utilized in some way. The difficulty of the controls made pulling off even basic feats feel like mastering 
advanced Taekwondo techniques. 


Amuro may have read the manual before jumping into the cockpit of The Gundam, but The Boy did not. At first, The Boy 
was hopelessly wrecked by Zeon mobile suits, but as the nights passed and the homework piled up, he became more 
dexterous and more dangerous, and soon he was controlling The Gundam like a seasoned veteran. The Gundam became an 
extension of The Boy, and whenever The Boy : a 
successfully slashed through an enemy robot with 
a well-timed dash attack or boosted out of the way 
of oncoming bazooka fire, he felt immensely 
satisfied in a way that The Father’s three S's could 
never provide. 
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n the seventh night of basement slinking, The Boy had 
reached the last story-mode mission. The story mode 
included a meager nine missions, covering the first twenty-nine 
episodes of the anime, and culminated in a final showdown with 
Char Aznable at the Earth Federation military base of Jaburo. The 
final mission consisted of a sortie with several mobile suits before 
Char entered the fray; and as the game lacked ways to repair The 
Gundam mid-sortie, The Boy had to carefully eliminate each 
mobile suit without taking damage. Otherwise, he would have no 
health left for the showdown with Char, who piloted a deadly 
amphibious mobile suit painted red - the Z'Gok Commander Type 
— equipped with sharp claws that could be pointed into metal- 
piercing spikes or splayed like a starfish to reveal devastating 
laser cannons. Throughout the first half of the mission, the 
regiment of Zeon mobile suits - mostly Zakus of green coloring 
and shoulder pads that looked like something a post-apocalyptic 
biker gang would require their members to wear (spikes and all) - 
would extract a great toll on The Gundam’s armor. When Char 
appeared, The Boy would be easily defeated. It didn’t help that the 
stagger animation of The Gundam was such that it was far too 


easy to get caught in an endless loop of laser-beam stagger locks; 
this stun-lock effect drove The Boy to the edge of madness. 


After multiple failed attempts at defeating Char, The Boy lost all 
pretense of being twelve-years-old and needing-to-be-quiet: he 
howled as if he was the one getting hurt instead of the facsimilized 
samurai robot behind the phosphor. Each time The Boy failed the 
mission, he had to start over from the beginning; this improved 
his ability to complete the first-half of the sortie — battling over 
ten Zakus while not getting hit a single time - but ultimately 
resulted in CONTINUE? when Char locked The Boy in another 
laser-loop lock of death. 


The Boy’s howling traveled through the home’s ductwork and 
echoed out of the ventilation shafts, alerting The Father, who was 
reading a Civil War novel in the spare bedroom, as he was prone to 
do every night. The Father promptly got out of bed, discovered 
The Boy’s empty room, and made his way down the many flights 
of stairs into the basement. His fists clenched in paternal 
frustration as he considered all the ways he could discipline his 
son. Bright Noa would often slap Amuro right on the face, but The 
Father preferred the buttocks as it was more socially acceptable. 
He mentally prepared himself to deliver this proper spanking, 
preemptively erecting mental bulwarks to deal with The Boy’s 
inevitable tears. 


It was at this time that The Boy really wanted to be Char 

Aznable. He placed the DualShock on the coffee table in 
front of him, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath; he 
imagined that the air he was inhaling was actually the comet 
trail left by the Red Comet himself. Now serene - and very 
stubborn — The Boy picked up the controller and became one 
with The Gundam; he precisely maneuvered his way through the 
military base of Jaburo, slicing through Zakus as if he were 
practicing iaijutsu in a bamboo forest. The Boy had mastered the 
first half of the mission, but it was still not enough. When Char 
showed up in his crimson robot, The Boy was abruptly snapped 
back to reality with another CONTINUE? But The Boy was 
nonplussed. In his channeling of fictitious masked anti-heroes, 
he had become zen with calm determination, and it showed on 
his smiling face, all aglow with Mobile Suit Gundam: Journey to 
Jaburo. 


CONTINU: 2 


The Father silently stood behind the basement couch for 
minutes, watching his son. At first, The Father was angry; after 
all, The Boy was sneaking downstairs, breaking the household 
rules, and it was clear that he had been doing this for a while, as 
he lacked the nervousness typically associated with burgeoning 
troublemakers. The Father had tried his damnedest to make The 
Boy a better version of himself; he had visions of his son 
becoming a star athlete: tennis and basketball and football and 
baseball. He even coached The Boy’s sports teams himself. But 
The Boy was clumsy, uninterested, and unhappy with everything 
that was thrust upon him. The Father had forgotten what The 
Boy’s smile looked like during these split-custody blues. 


The Boy, now beaming with a huge smile on his face as he edged 
closer to victory, reloaded the mission once more full of 
confidence and verve. The screen went black for several seconds 
while the PlayStation 2 whirred and read the disc; and just as the 
screen went black, The Boy caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure 
in the reflection of the television’s leaded glass. The Boy’s 
stomach dropped and an audible gulp could be heard as he 
turned to face his father. 
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he Father lacked his typical scowl]; instead, there was a 

single hot tear rolling down his cheek. In the reflection of 
the television screen, The Father had seen his son’s smile for 
the first time since the divorce, and suddenly, everything 
made sense. He wiped the tear from his face and sat on the 
couch next to The Boy. 


The Boy trembled in fear. He thought he was surely going to 
be punished for this transgression and had already started 
formulating some sort of lie in his head about how this was 
the first time he had ever come down here and how he might 
have sleepwalked or how he heard something weird and had 
to investigate; but The Father, as if reading The Boy’s mind, 
let out a light chuckle before placing his large hand on his 
son’s shoulder. 


“What are you playing, 
son?” 


The Boy, amidst a sea of stuttering, uttered something that 
sounded like the word Gundam being fired from a machine 
gun. 


“Mind if I try?” 


The Boy responded by staring at his father through dilated 
pupils swirling with confusion and faint computer-game 
photons. Then, suddenly, something clicked. The Boy's lips 
curved like a rainbow turning upside as he relinquished 
control of the DualShock controller. The Father eyed the 
boomerang-like device in his hands, twisted and turned it, 
and then pressed all the wrong buttons, causing the 
television screen to go wild with menus and laser beams. This 
only caused The Boy’s smile to widen - and this smile was like 
a golden contagion, as The Father could not help but smile 
himself. 


The Boy laughed a cherub’s laugh, placed his hand on his 
father’s, and spoke without a single stutter, 


"No, Dad, not that way. 
Here, let me show you." 


What is fediverse? 


What if you could sign up for just one site, and follow 
anyone in the world? 


That's exactly what Fediverse lets you do. 


Stop competing and start cooperating. 


learn more @ jointhefediverse.net 
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big-word conglomerates are stealing your thoughts to power 
fake-sentient SQL tables; they plan to replace you, and 
you’re helping them build your own surrogate. but you can do 
something about it. 


stop writting for robots, start writing for humans. 


join a new wave of alternative writers as we reclaim 
re) creativity from the clutches of these draconian data 
despots. let’s spell cool together. 


start a blog at howdoyouspell.cool. powered by write freely: 
the open, federated blogging platform. 
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